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Abstract

THE PHOTOGRAPHER AS EDUCATOR:

A STUDY OF THE WORK OF

ALFRED STIEGLITZ AND JACOB A. RIIS
February 1981

Kathryn E. Carlson, B.A.

,

University of Massachusetts

Ed.D., University of Massachusetts

Directed by:

Professor Byrd Jones

This study focuses on the careers of two photographers, Alfred

Stieglitz (1864-1946) and Jacob

A.

Riis (1849-1914), and examines

their work in terms of its educative intentions, content, and

consequences.

Stieglitz and Riis did not occupy traditional peda-

gogical roles in schools or universities, but nonetheless they

assumed positions of influence and sought to inform and shape the
values and actions of their contemporaries.

They occupied formative

positions within two traditions of photography which have evolved
around their respective concerns:

photography as

analysis and criticism, and photography as

a

a

means of social

fine art.

As a journalist and seminal figure in the social reform movement

of the late 19th century in America, Riis was among the first photo-

graphers in this country to see the potential of the photograph as

direct means of social criticism.

a

By documenting the tenement house

conditions of New York City (primarily in the 1880'
1890' s), Riis introduced his photographs into

vii

a

s

and early

broad campaign for

urban reform.

Responding to social tensions caused by urbanization

and immigration, he used the dominant systems of communication and

nonformal education to disseminate information, advocate tenement
house improvements, and argue for

a

more humane approach to the

problem of urban poverty.
This study concentrates on Riis's career from the late 1880'
to the early 1890' s.

During that period, he presented his photographs

as lantern slides in a series of public lectures.

subsequently became the content of
How the Other Half Lives:

a

These lectures

book in 1890, entitled

Studies Among the Tenements of New York.

As an artist, intellectual, and leader of avant-garde movements

in art, Alfred Stieglitz responded to a less tangible problem and

more elusive principle--an appreciation of con-

sought to teach

a

temporary art.

Aware of the psychological and perceptual reorienta-

tion which the beginning of the twentieth century signaled, Stieglitz

worked outside of the mainstream of popular culture and established
his own alternative network for monitoring cultural changes, contrib-

uting to them, and conveying their meaning to an often less than

appreciative public.

Although Stieglitz worked on many fronts, this study concentrates on the years between 1890-1917 during which he founded the

radical photographic group, the Photo-Secession, published the

innovative quarterly Camera Work

,

and directed the controversial art

the
gallery "291" which became increasingly devoted to displaying

work of the European and American avant-garde.

viii

The thesis of this study is that through their public

activities and the nature of their photographic images, Riis
and

Steiglitz exerted

a

significant intellectual and ethical influence

on their contemporaries and essentially functioned as teachers
within

the context of nonformal education.

The work of both men is analyzed

according to their primary messages, their strategies for conveying
them, and the implications of their work.

In addition to accounts of

their projects, the study also traces the educational implications of
the photographic images in America during the years leading up to the

contributions of Riis and Stieglitz.
The study concludes that Riis and Stieglitz exemplify not only
two divergent attitudes toward photography but that they also reflect

complementary attitudes toward knowledge and teaching.

Riis insisted

that his contemporaries become more politically engaged, assume re-

sponsibility for improving social conditions, and collaboratively work
on solving problems in society.

Whereas Riis insisted on

a

sustained

and vigorous look outward, into social conditions, Stieglitz invited

individuals to reflect more on the process of self-education, the

development of individual judgment, insight, and means of selfexpression.
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CHAPTER

I

INTRODUCTION

Statement of the Problem and Significance of the Study

Photography is the most protean and overworked visual medium
in modern society.

It is not surprising therefore that its relation-

ship to education has been unsettled.

Almost everyone makes and

views photographs; original prints and reproductions are

a

constant

part of our environment as illustrations, private documents,

historical and bureaucratic records, advertisements, entertainment,
decoration, and art.

Educators have received relatively little

help in determining what they need to know about the private and

public uses of the medium.

There have been few guidelines to

clarify for them the value of teaching photography in schools, and
even fewer resources which relate the history of the medium to

educational theory and practice.
the late 1960

promising

a

's

The visual literacy advocates of

and early '70s probably did more harm than good by

theoretical basis for photography in education which

never fully evolved, and which did not attract enough serious
scholarship.

with

a

The failure of the visual literacy movement, coupled

more recent "back to basics" trend has put photography in

tenuous position:

it is often viewed as anti-intellectual,

anti-

literary territory, and it is often assumed that the time spent

a

2

making or viewing photographs is time stolen from writing, speaking, disciplined inquiry, and the development of intellect.

This study seeks to demonstrate that historically the goals
of photographers and of educators have not been as estranged as

they are currently perceived to be.

By focusing on aspects of the

history of the medium's development in the United States, and on
the careers of two specific photographers, my intention is to

explore and emphasize

a

neglected link between American education

and American photography.

I

am examining the ways in which certain

photographers have intended to inform their contemporaries about
social and cultural problems, and in doing so have functioned as

teachers within the context of nonformal public education.

My

purpose is to call attention to instances in which photographers
have been responsive to the ongoing need for public education by

informing their contemporaries about social conditions, intellectual movements, and cultural events within American society.
To illustrate this aspect of the medium,

I

have chosen the

careers of Jacob A. Riis (1849-1914) and Alfred Stieglitz (18641946).

Riis,

communication:

a

journalist, worked within the popular media of
newspapers, books, and lectures.

Stieglitz, an

artist and intellectual, chose not to participate within these

existing formats but instead developed his own autonomous context
through which he reached his contemporaries.

I

have selected Riis

realized
and Stieglitz because they are two of the most fully

examples of photographers who also functioned as teachers.

essentially defined ways in which

a

They

photographer could assume

a

.

3

form of educational leadership when the medium was still
in

a

formative

stage
The emphasis on the educational, public role of photographers

during their own lifetime contrasts sharply with the way the medium
is usually perceived in educational practice and theory, and therefore

contributes

a

much needed perspective.

Currently, when photographs

are used, they are mainly supportive material in academic disciplines,

especially history, English and social studies.

In the study of

history, for example, prints and reproductions serve as primary

source material, important as literal descriptions (what

a

Civil

War battlefield looked like) and also as cultural icons (Dorothea

Lange's symbolic portraits of the Great Depression).

In English

classes, photographic imagery is sometimes presented as visual

metaphor in order to enrich students' understanding of interpretation
and explication.

In all of these contexts, the introduction of the

photograph can lead to

a

more vivid sense of history and language.

At the same time, however, it can also lead to

a

subtle miscon-

ception about the nature of the medium's history, central traditions, and its actual social function.

classrooms are usually anonymous.

The photographs shown in

Rarely is attention given to the

individual who stood behind the camera, and rarely do we ask what
that person's ideas, values, and intentions might have been during
the time in which he or she was producing these images.

This study

emphasizes the careers of two photographers who were clearly ad-

dressing their own contemporaries (in the late 19th and early 20th
and
centuries), before they were providing the historical documents

k

works of art which we now associate with their names.
ly,

than

More important-

they were involved in projects which were far more
comprehensive
a

superficial knowledge of their photographs would suggest.

Jacob Riis and Alfred Stieglitz integrated their experiences with

photography into

a

coherent and sustained dialogue with their

contemporaries--a dialogue which was animated by their will to
share specific insights and critical perspectives.

Implicitly,

their case-studies invite us to consider the careers of other

subsequent photographers such as Lewis Mine, Dorothea Lange,

W.

Eugene Smith, and Minor White, who at certain points in their
careers, carried out projects which had serious intellectual and/or

political content, and which were clearly meant to influence or
change the thought of their contemporaries.

Considering the photographic medium within this broader
framework of the ideals and long-term projects of specific practitioners provides an opportunity for examining questions which are
central to the nature of educational leadership outside of schools,
the ways in which certain photographers have assumed this leadership, and the nature of the medium itself.

The Scope of the Study

Alfred Stieglitz and Jacob Riis did not occupy traditional

pedagogical roles within schools or universities, but were nonetheless in positions of influence with opportunities to inform, shape,

and affect the thought and actions of an audience.

motivated by considerable idealism,

a

Their work was

personal sense of mission.
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and eventually they became known for their ideas and values as well
as for the images they created.

Although both photographed in Manhattan at approximately the
same time, their uses of the camera diverged radically.

In fact,

their careers reflected two contrasting attitudes toward the

photograph, and how to serve

a

public:

Riis considered his photograph-

ing as an extension of journalism and used it as

a

means of social

analysis; Stieglitz viewed his exclusively as creating works of
art.

Although subsequent work in photography has progressively

merged the distinctions between social documentary and fine art
photography, they were dramatically separable concerns for these
two practitioners.
As

a

newspaper reporter, Riis relied on the photographic

image as visual evidence of the facts he described in his campaign
to expose the conditions of tenement life in New York City in the

late 1880 's and 1890' s.

Although the photograph had been used to

document events and record information since its invention in 1839,
Riis was among the first in America to realize its potential as

direct means of social criticism and

a

lever for reform.

a

He used

his pictures of tenement interiors, sweat-shops, lodging houses,

and saloons to inform policy makers and

a

national audience about

dehumanizing urban conditions, thereby influencing public opinion
and reform legislation.

His photographs were among the first

viewers
images in America intended to shock, disturb, and activate
of a serious
as part of a broad program to force the recognition

problem.

Although Riis was

a

nationally known figure from 1890

6

until his death,
career:

I

am concentrating on the early phase of his

1888 to 1891.

During this period, most of his photographs

were produced.
Riis pioneered the use of picture and text in non-fiction

writing in America with the publication of How the Other Half
Livgs in 1890.

He wrote scores of articles, ten books in all, and

gave numerous lectures throughout the United States in his expose
of unfair housing regulations, inadequate public schools, child

abuse, and other progressive causes.

In How the Other Half Lives

,

his written narrative was accompanied by halftone reproductions of
his photographs, or otherwise by line drawings copied from them.

For his lectures, Riis had his negative converted into glass

lantern slides and used them dramatically as projected images.

In

the seclusion of dark rooms his audiences were confronted with

inescapably vivid images of the poor within New York City.

Although Riis is now credited by historians of photography
as a major figure in the development of social documentary photography

in the United States, his camera work fell into relative obscurity

after his death in 1914.

His original prints, negatives and lantern

slides were scattered and temporarily lost; only the tiny reproductions of his photographs which appeared in some of his books and

articles were available.

Since the books were out of print, Riis

photographs were virtually unknown until the 1940

s.

s

Photographer/

Riis
writer Allexander Alland is largely responsible for rescuing

original material, and subsequently producing modern prints.

s

Through

again became widely
Alland, Riis's survey of New York's Lower East Side

7

known and available.

Riis's photographs have since been exhibited

at The Museum of the City of New York, the Museum of Modern Art, and

numerous other museums and galleries.

Riis, of course, would have

been surprised by the presentation of his images in contexts beyond
his publications and lectures.

For him, they functioned as co-

workers with his words, irrefutable bearers of fact within

a

deeply

felt argument.

Riis's identification with the Progressive Movement, and his

singular use of the camera as part of social reform efforts resulted
in an identity far more consistent than the multi-faceted public

career of Alfred Stieglitz.

Motivated by strikingly different

priorities, Stieglitz concentrated on the development of art in
America, and evolved

a

persona as artist, intellectual, leader and

teacher which remains unique.

Unlike Riis, Stieglitz was not interested in the organization
of society nor with improving the material or economic relationships

within it.

He thought more about conceptual relationships, about

the symbols which humans make, the significance of creative ability

and its consequences, and the sources of beauty which everyone
needs.

The problem he set for himself was to recognize fine original

work and to encourage people to go to it as

a

source of personal

meaning, intellectual growth, and emotional sustenance.

Hostile

late-Victorian
toward the commercialism and artistic restraints of his
for
milieu, Stieglitz felt that people had too few opportunties

challenging experiences with new art and ideas.

Whereas Riis turned

Stieglitz was upset
attention to the lives of immigrants and the poor,

8

with the values of individuals within his own social class.
his perspective they too were damaged

— not

From

by lack of money but by

the conformity of bourgeois taste, the shallow tone of dialogue

about art set by the nouveau riche, the elitism of museums, the

conventionality of most academic art circles, the temerity of most
artists, and the emphasis on the market value of art, all of which
he felt yielded an impoverished culture for his contemporaries.

Stieglitz began as
of photography as

a

a

leading spokesperson for the acceptance

fine art in the 1890' s, gradually became in-

terested in the work of radical European and American painters, and

eventually introduced the modern movement in art to the American
public.

In his efforts to strengthen the impact of advanced ideas

in the arts, he worked on several fronts:

publishing, collecting,

establishing art galleries, sponsoring artists, while continuing his
private journaey as one of America’s most gifted photographers.
Stieglitz'

from the 1890'

s

career as an artist and cultural arbiter stretched

s

well into the fourth decade of this century, but my

focus in this study is on the years between 1890-1917.

This period

includes his activities as director of his gallery at 291 Fifth

Avenue and as publisher of his small circulation quarterly Camera
Work.

Stieglitz'

s

persona as

a

teacher was an extension of intense

involvement with photography and art.

In this study

I

am emphasizing

his more vocal, public roles of gallery director, publisher, and

mentor.

Therefore,

I

do not examine the evolution of his entire

to his
body of photographs, but rather discuss them in relationship

overall message.

s

.

9

In the early years of the twentieth century, Stieglitz was

fascinated by the meaning of the modern movement in art as it unfolded
in Europe, and he chose to convey these new ideas about artistic ex-

pression, and implicitly, cultural change, to those who visited his
gallery, "291."
i.e.

,

Stieglitz ran his gallery on

a

non-profit basis,

his intentions were mainly to show new work and explain its

significance.

Camera Work was

a

lively, sophisticated format for

dialogue, criticism and explanations.

Working in tandem, Stieglitz'

gallery and publication introduced Americans to the work and ideas
of Picasso, Cezanne, Matisse, Gertrude Stein, Georgia O'Keeffe, John

Marin, Paul Strand and many other contemporary artists.

Whereas Riis provides us with an example of how an individual

photographer capitalized on the established networks for disseminating
information, i.e., large circulation publications and the public
lecture, Stieglitz shows how an individual whose message conflicted

with mainstream ideas had to create an independent base, which was
centered at 291 Fifth Avenue.

The autonomy of "291" allowed Stieglitz

to pursue the questions which deeply interested him; the relationship

between art and spirituality, the meaning of art as
people, and the problem of creating

a

a

bond between

liberating and dignified

climate for the production and distribution of art in the United
States
Since this is an historical and critical study, the role of
the photographer in nonformal education in America is discussed

within the framework of the late 19th and early 20th centuries.
That is,

I

am examining the work of two practitioners during

a
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particular period, approximately 1888-1917.

Although the questions

which organize this study are relevant to the present period as well,
I

do not evaluate the current contributions of American photographers

to nonformal education here.

My assumption is that taken together

Riis and Stieglitz express the range of activities among American

photographers that has been intended, in various forms, as educative.
This range extends from the extremes of Riis's didactic, social

documentary, journalistic uses of the medium, to Stieglitz'

s

non-

documentary, aesthetically grounded approach.

My inquiry is focused around two main sets of questions.

primary ones are:
why?

The

What were these men trying to teach, to whom, and

What were their strategies, personae as teachers, and the

consequence of their work?

Secondary questions deal with the

nature of their affiliations with the established channels for

communication and the cultural institutions which were part of their
milieu.

An important source of insight for identifying Riis's and
Stieglitz'

s

implicit philosophies about teaching, of course, are

their photographs.

Their approaches to the camera reveal the

underlying premises of their teaching.

Stieglitz'

s

images were

personal, searching, experimental, expressive of feeling and
sensation:

a

working through of his range of responses to daily

experience and the rhythms of maturing.

Riis almost never took

personal
photographs for his own pleasure, aesthetic curiosity, or

expression.

seen.
His photographs articulated what his eyes had

11

over and over, in his tours of the slums.

He photographed to set

down facts he already knew, scenes he had already memorized.

They

were an extension of an unequivocal way of seeing and responding to
the same set of conditions, of arguing

a

moral position.

They were

photographs of precept, whereas Stieglitz’s were photographs of
process of developing self-expression.

a

These two perceptual frames

of reference have many implications in terms of the ideas which Riis

and Stieglitz characteristically tried to convey to others.

Because this study is interdisciplinary in scope, my research and

writing have drawn on

a

variety of resources:

published biographical

accounts on Riis and Stieglitz, extensive archival material, historical
studies of late 19th- and early 20th-century America, texts and

monographs dealing with the history of photography and art criticism,
and references dealing with the relatively neglected topic of adult

public education in the United States.

From these sources

1

have

formulated my own analysis of the motivations of Riis and Stieglitz,
their ideological positions as leaders, their particular attitudes

toward their audience, and their contributions to our modern definition
of photography.

The subsequent chapters are organized as follows;

Chapter

2

provides an introduction to Riis and Stieglitz through biographical

material (see "Notes on Sources") and
photographers.

a

description of their goals as

It describes aspects of the mainstream, popular con-

ception of late 19th-century photography in America which they both

essentially rejected and helped to recast.

Chapter

3

and Chapter 4

their central
focus on Riis and Stieglitz, respectively, and describe

12

strategies, definitions of an audience, and their impact.

searching and writing these chapters

I

In re-

tested my original thesis that

Riis and Stieglitz were intentionally functioning in teaching roles.
In.

these chapters, the archival material on both men was especially im-

portant:

the scrapbooks and letters of Alfred Stieglitz at the Beinecke

Rare Book and Manuscript Library, and the press clippings in the Riis

scrapbooks at the Library of Congress, were essential in forming any

conclusions about the educational nature of their projects.
cases,

I

In both

found convincing evidence to support my original assumptions,

both in terms of the self-perceptions of each man, and the reactions
of their contemporaries during the period which

I

studied.

Chapter

5

distills the differences in their essential attitudes toward communicating and teaching, and suggests ways in which their approaches were

both contrasting and complementary.

Taken together Riis and Stieglitz

serve as embodiments of the two dominant value systems which have

comprised

a

fundamental dialectic in American education:

the purpose

of education as a means toward developing social responsibility, and

the purpose of education as

a

means of developing individuality.

Finally, "Notes on Sources" outlines my procedure for researching and

briefly discusses the major references which

I

used.

The writing in all of these chapters assumes that the reader
is familiar with the photographs that Jacob Riis and Alfred Stieglitz

made.

Ideally, this dissertation should be

as a manuscript,

and include

a

a

picture book as well

sampling of Riis’s rough, compelling,

ideally it
and eventful images of immigrants, tramps, children; and
of Stieglitz.
would show the lyrical, ardent, perfectly composed prints

13

Since this is not
their work,

I

a

picture book, and does not offer examples of

urge the reader to seek out their images
independently,

and to look at them carefully.

CHAPTER

I

I

VISIONS OF PROTEST

In 1890 Jacob Riis, then forty-one, was reaching the zenith
of

his career.

His first book, How the Other Half Lives

,

had been

published by Scribner's that year and had been an immediate popular
success.

When the book appeared, Riis was already well-known to

many citizens of New York City as

crusader for tenement house

a

reform through his lantern slide lectures and the publication of

numerous articles which had appeared in newspapers and periodicals.
He was also known as

a

police reporter for the New York Tribune and

later, the New York Sun

.

Coincidentally, that same year was also significant for his

younger contemporary Alfred Stieglitz, although the reasons were far
less auspicious.

In 1890 Stieglitz'

s

eight-year sojourn as an

American student abroad came to an abrupt end; his parents requested
that he return to New York City.

It was a homecoming that he would

have gladly postponed indefinitely and one which led to

anxiety and both personal and professional crisis.
signaled

a

period of fruition for Riis, it was

for Stieglitz.

a

a

period of

Whereas 1890

time of initiation

At twenty-six his sense of purpose and sphere of

influence were still in

a

formative stage.

For many years these two men would share the same city but at
a

considerable distance from one another.

14

They were almost

a

15

generation apart, but more importantly moved in unrelated social
had different ethnic and educational backgrounds, not to
f'^^iibion

aspirations.

contrast.

Their careers were to be increasingly in

There is no evidence that they ever met or followed one

another's projects with interest.
Inevitably, much of this study concentrates on the divergent

paths they took:

Riis as social analyst and reformer, Stieglitz as

cultural arbiter and artist.
fore discussed separately.

In subsequent chapters they are there-

Yet, historically Riis and Stieglitz

intersected and in fact their lives shared three significant themes.

Both men had to work out definitions of themselves as Americans and
these definitions profoundly influenced their work.

Both produced

images that were outside of the mainstream of popular photography of
the late 19th century.

And finally, in the years around 1890 Riis

and Stieglitz shared in

a

remarkably similar enterprise:

both photographing in the streets of New York City.

they were

We can learn

much from imagining these two men photographing the metropolis as
they did, making their respective forays down some of the same streets
and avenues.

with

a

camera.

Two energetic figures, one fair, the other dark, each
Riis probably had

a

determined stride for he usually

knew just the picture he was after; Stieglitz might have walked

more slowly for his images then were often discoveries of the
moment.

Their separate odysseys through Manhattan in the years

around 1890-1900 disclose much about their ideologies as communicators; their photographs reveal the underlying values of their

teaching.
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This chapter is, therefore, organized around these
three major

themes which not only bind Riis and Stieglitz together
as contemporaries, but which invite us to look more closely at the
photographs

they created, why they were made, and what they expressed.

The Making of Two Americans

Jacob Riis was born in 1839 in the small town of Ribe, Denmark.

Although his family had

a

moderate income they enjoyed comparatively

high status since his father was
school.

It was

a

a

teacher in the town's Latin

life organized around traditional values in the

agrarian and self-contained world of Ribe:
community.

Christian ethics and

Riis did not decide to emigrate to America until 1870

and in the meantime he studied carpentry, helped his father edit the

local newspaper, learned English, and had an unrequited love affair

which finally dislodged him from his home, family and native land.

Although he never let go of his intense affection for Denmark, he
developed an intractable loyalty to his new home almost as soon as
he arrived in New York.
as a writer,

Thirty years later, after gaining recognition

lecturer, photographer, reformer and civic leader, he

entitled his autobiography The Making of an American

.

In that book he candidly and good-humoredly recounted his

adventures traveling up and down the eastern coast, an energetic but

beleaguered immigrant in the 1870'

s,

winning and losing odd jobs,

often living in poverty, and weathering an inordinate amount of bad
luck.

These experiences deeply affected him and naturally added

a

knowing perspective to his expose of the problems which immigrants
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endured in the tenements.

He finally achieved

measure of financial

a

and professional stability when he managed to buy
in Brooklyn after serving as editor.

New York Tribune in 1877 as

a

a

small newspaper

Eventually he was hired by the

police reporter.

And in one of the

most dramatic turnabouts one could expect in an autobiography,
the

young woman who had rejected Riis in Denmark had
and traveled to America to marry him.

a

change of heart,

They eventually built

a

home

in Richmond Hill, a then~grassy and peaceful neighborhood where they

raised

a

family.

Although Riis had endured seven years of humiliation and
frustration in America before finding his niche as

a

newspaperman,

he never became cynical about life in the United States.

It was as

though his own survival had proved the validity of the American

promise of success following hard work.
He did, however, feel compelled to "avenge" some of the wrongs

that had been done to him when he was jobless and vulnerable.

A

particularly important episode occurred when Riis was forced to
spend the night in

by

a

fellow lodger

police station lodging and was abused not only

a

(a

thief) but also by the sergeant on duty, who

killed Riis's little dog, his only companion at the time.

Events

such as this one and others intensified his already highly developed
social conscience.

He was drawn to the role of repairing parts of

the American experience which he found not only undemocratic but

more importantly for him, unjust and immoral.

Like many other

reformers of the late 19th century, his posture was evangelical.
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As an immigrant, Riis had come to America with the
faith that

America offered

a

chance for all who were industrious and honest.

After seven years he had survived, barely, and retained full faith
in America

s

promise to newcomers.

One of his major arguments on

behalf of the immigrants in the tenements was that they were poor
not because they were morally deficient (as most middle-class on-

lookers believed) but because they had somehow been denied their
chance.

As he wrote in How the Other Half Lives

:

The poorest immigrant comes here with the purpose and
ambition to better himself and given half a chance, might
be reasonably expected to make the most of it.
To the false
plea that he prefers the squalid homes in which his kind are
housed there could be no better answer. The truth is, his
half a chance has too long been wanting, and for the bad
result he has been unjustly blamed.^
By the late 1880

's

Riis was determined to make the system in

America work on several levels, and became involved in
reform activities.

a

number of

During his career he served on many municipal

committees, as well as on citizens' groups and state commissions.

Besides tenement reform, he was an advocate for parks and playgrounds
for children, the abolition of sweatshops, the abolition of child

labor, school improvements and many other progressive measures.

Like most other reformers of the period, his underlying belief was
that one’s morality was most fully expressed through civic responsibility.
It must have seemed strange to Riis that as a man who loved

nature and grew up in

a

peaceful, green village that he would spend

densely
so much of his life investigating one of the most squalid and

populated areas in the world.

As a police reporter in the late
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1880'

Riis had to make nightly rounds of the areas with the
highest

s

crime rates, which were, of course, the most overcrowded ones
such
as Mulberry Bend.

He became increasingly upset by the degree of

human suffering he witnessed and increasingly committed to demonstrating its extent to others.
he took up photography.

It was for this larger goal that

Riis described the reasons for his evolu-

tion from writer to writer/photographer in his autobiography:
It was upon my midnight trips with the sanitary police
that the wish kept cropping up in me that there were some
way of putting before the people what I saw there ... a
drawing would not have been evidence of the kind I wanted.
We used to go in the small hours of the morning into the
worst tenements
and the sights I saw there gripped my
heart until I felt that I must tell of them, or burst, or
turn anarchist, or something.^
.

.

.

Riis got the idea that he could photograph these scenes when he

happened to read

...

a

newspaper account that "A way had been discovered

to take pictures by flashlight.

photographed that way."^

The darkest corner might be

He immediately set out to find experienced

amateur photographers to accompany him on late-night forays.

They

number of successful flashlight pictures of

collaboratively made

a

tenement interiors.

Before long, however, the amateurs lost enthu-

siasm and Riis found himself alone just when he began to realize the

potential of his images.

After unsuccessful collaborations with two

professional photographers, Riis realized that "There was at last
but one way out of it; namely, for me to get

became

a

photographer, after

pictures myself.

tt4

a

a

camera

...

So

fashion, and thereafter took the

I
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As with most other features of their
lives, Alfred Stieglitz

and Jacob Riis had converse experiences with
respect to America,

Europe, and photography.

Whereas Riis spent his early twenties

traveling through the eastern states, Stieglitz spent
his twenties
getting to know Europe, especially Germany and Italy.

Riis's

boundless enthusiasm for America was counterpointed by the
fascination that Stieglitz felt toward the older cultures of Europe.

Stieglitz was born in Hoboken, New Jersey, in 1864.
was

a

His father

successful merchant who retired early, collected art, and painted

as a hobby.

Both parents had emigrated from Germany.

The family moved

to Manhattan in 1871 and enjoyed a summer home on Lake George which was

an especially meaningful environment for Stieglitz throughout his lifetime.

When he was about eighteen years old the family traveled abroad

to arrange his education.

In 1882 he entered the Berlin Polytechnic

for a course of study in engineering.

Within

a

year, however, he had

made the unequivocal discovery that he was destined to be an artist
instead; and his medium would be the camera.
and rudimentary developing outfit in

a

In 1883, he saw a camera

Berlin shop window and decided

that he "must try to photograph." Later that year he entered

a

course

in photochemistry taught by Herman Vogel, an internationally known

expert in the technical aspects of the medium, as well as an advocate
for the definition of photography as

a

fine art.

Stieglitz later spoke

very affectionately of these years in Europe, and especially his
early immersion in photography.

He told his biographer Dorothy Norman:

The other students had no inkling about the driving
I did nothing according to rote,
force within me.
It
nothing as suggested by professors or anyone else.
.

.

.
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is difficult to understand to this date the
passion and

intensity I poured into photographing during those early
hours, days, weeks, months! ...
1 worked like one
possessed.
.

.

Four years later he had won

first prize in an international

a

competition and by 1889 he was frequently invited to be
competitions in Germany.

juror for

a

His photographs consistently won medals in

various exhibitions and in July 1889 his prints were selected to
appear in the first number of The American Amateur Photographer

Within

a

.

very short time he had become recognized in Europe and to

an extent in America as

a

brilliant amateur photographer.

During those years in Germany, Stieglitz had also become
closely identified with European culture and just as importantly,
the countryside.

As a student in Berlin he thrived on the unpreten-

tiousness and simplicity of his life, on the access to lectures,

excellent museums, concerts, operas, plays.

These activities were

further enhanced by interesting companions, many of them artists.
All of this was in addition to his self-directed course of study at
the University and Polytechnic, which he later called "havens of

perfect freedom.”

His life was

a

wonderful blend of bohemian and

cosmopolitan moods, characterized by personal autonomy, including
total responsibility for the content of his education.

During those years in Europe Stieglitz maintained

a

noticeable

patriotism toward the United States in spite of its distance.
had experienced

a

He

special romance for the American Revolution in

childhood, always preferring stories of the rebels to fairy tales.
He continued this affectionate vision throughout young adulthood.

s
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In Europe he read American novelists along with the Europeans,

consistently defended his native land, and even had

American flag (the gift of

a

a

twelve-foot

friend) proudly draped in his room.

The idealized vision of America which he developed during that time
of separation was based more on his own projected ideals of personal

conduct and social organization than on what was actually happening
across the Atlantic.

He had apparently envisioned

a

land in which

all individuals could do meaningful work, in which integrity and

independent thinking would thrive, and in which cooperation would be
the norm.

His sudden return in 1890 caused an intense feeling of

dislocation; America was on the eve of

a

depression and was the site

of economic and social tensions:

Upon my arrival in the United States, I found the Broooklyn
Bridge intact but the land of my dreams was nowhere to be discovered.
I began to wonder whether I, who had refused to listen
to fairy tales, preferring the "Boys of ’76," had not perhaps
I soon realized
fallen for the greatest fairy story of them all!
that "photography," as I understood the concept, hardly existed
The photographic scene, like much else, was disconin America.
It was not clear where I
were without work.
People
certing.
I saw to begin with,
Everything
in.
myself would fit
Europe.®
back
to
intensified my desire to rush
.

During the 1890'
himself in America:

s,

a

.

then, Stieglitz's task was to reestablish

to reconcile what he saw around him with what

he wanted America to be.

Lewis Mumford had

.

Writing about Stieglitz in the late 1930'

particularly vivid understanding of the elements

in New York City that created a tension for Stieglitz.

In an especially

perceptive essay on Stieglitz, Mumford cites the "purposeless material
life.
ism" that had become the governing principle of the city's

accumulation
New York was the city of commerce, of finance, of the

23

of wealth.

No wonder Stieglitz, whose values were rooted
so joy-

fully in the life of the mind, and in the appreciation
of art, would
say upon his return that "the spiritual emptiness of
life was

bewildering."®

But beyond the commercialism, there was what Mumford

calls the "gentility, the tepid, over-refinement, the academic

inertness and lack of passionate faith, masquerading as sound judgment,

which were characteristic of the stale fugitive culture of the
bourgeoisie.

The genteel standards that prevailed were worse than

no standards at all."^

After eight years in Germany, virtually on

his own, Stieglitz had developed a high-spirited independence.

The

unadventurousness and conventionality of the world he re-entered was
a

shock, and further underscored his alienation.

Stieglitz was right in worrying about where he would fit in.
As time progressed it became evident that, in fact, he would not

fit in, nor would he want to.

He increasingly operated as an outsider,

as an "irritant" in the complacent and materialistic world of New

York City which he rejected, but at the same time claimed as its
rightful heir.

The unhappy collision between the life which Stieglitz

had carved out for himself abroad and what the United States seemed
to represent was inevitable and in many ways led to his subsequent

projects.

The values about art, photography, autonomy, money, and

work that had been established in Germany governed his mature attitudes, and like Riis, caused him to want to repair America's imper-

fections

.

.
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Stieglitz was to spend the 1890'

s

and in

a

sense the rest of

his life coming to terms with his native
land--balancing his ideal

visions for American culture against the flaws that he
always observed.
His identity vis-a-vis this country remained

a

preoccupation.

For

example, his often-quoted introduction to his 1921 exhibition
of

photographs at the Anderson Galleries began, "I was born in Hoboken.
1

am an American.

Photography is my passion.

The search for truth

my obsession."
In the early 1890' s, however, Steiglitz was just emerging as

forceful figure in New York's world of amateur photography.

a

His

were still largely personal ones--to displace his depression
and loneliness.

Naturally, his camera was his closest ally, and it

was through his camera, as he later said, that he began "finding

myself in relationship with America.
He also began to align himself with other amateur photographers,

although there was clearly no one as well-trained

,

as intensely

serious about the medium, or as concerned about its development as
he was.

He joined the American Society of Amateur Photographers

during the 1891-92 season and began writing articles aimed at inspiring and instructing other amateurs.

Stieglitz'

s

identity as

a

theorist for the development of photography in the United States was

emerging
Both Riis and Stieglitz were self-conscious about the paradoxes
in American ideals, and both directed their major energy into essen-

tially critical postures.
the poor in

a

Riis argued against the exploitation of

country which he said was supposed to provide decent

.
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opportunities; Stieglitz protested against the conventionality of

thought and the materialistic values in

a

country which he felt was

supposed to be daring, fresh and passionate.

Both lived in an

optimistic age which supported the idea that reform was possible in
the public and private sectors.

Their projects were largely fueled

by the sense of possibility, and the sense of individual potency that

attitudes in the late 19th century supported.

Finally, their level

of responsibility and creative drives seem to have been sustained by

their personal idealism--proj ected onto the malleable face of America.

The Photograph in America circa 1890:

Images, Audience, and Impact

As art critic John Berger reminds us, by the mid-19th century

photography was being used for

"...

war reporting, military re-

connaissance, pornography, encyclopedic documentation, family albums,
postcards, anthropological records, sentimental moralizing, inquisitive probing

.

portraiture."^^

.

.

aesthetic effects, news reporting and formal

This is

a

partial catalogue and by the years around

1890 the practice of photography had become even more variegated.

medium had reached

a

pivotal stage in its evolution;

The

several important

transitions were underway that were forging the modern identity of
this picture-making process.

The technology of halftone printing was

about to put photographs into mass-circulation; and the photograph
realm of fine
was on the eve of its controversial entrance into the

art

distinct and
Jacob Riis and Alfred Stieglitz had claimed two
of picturedistant territories in the somewhat chaotic geography
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making in America.

Riis was oriented toward

use of the camera, which already had
and

a

definite audience.

actually more of

a

a

a

pragmatic and didactic

well-established tradition

Stieglitz, far more aesthetic-minded and

visionary, wanted to explore the expressive

possibilities of the photograph, and prove the the photographic
print deserved to be hung in art galleries and museums.

This was

a

more radical proposition, and required the creation of aesthetic

standards and an audience who would appreciate them.

In both cases,

their work stood out in contrast to the typical photographs in

circulation for the popular audiences.

Without collaborating in

any way, both Riis and Stieglitz were actually involved in

a

remarkably compatible enterprise of redefining the look of

a

photograph and redefining the seriousness of its impact.
Although several gifted and committed photographers such as

Alexander Gardner (who documented the Civil War) and William Henry
Jackson (who recorded the western territories) had made their mark
on American photography, it was primarily the commercial establish-

ments and the professional studio photographers who determined

popular tastes and expectations.^^

These practitioners were the

ones who promoted the photograph as

a

commodity, and set up expecta-

tions among their contemporaries about aesthetic standards, and

appropriate content for imagery.

Historians of photography now look

upon the typical studio photographs of the mid- to late 1880 's as
low point in photographic achievement and effort.
time of mediocrity and cliche.

Overall, it was

a

a

The thousands of cabinet cards of

for
celebrities that were produced as well as the formal portraiture

.
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family albums and personal mementos were, for the most part, theatrical, coy,

formulaic, and predictable.

Like most other products of the

Gilded Age they were idealized and easy to digest.

Portraiture,

the most popular and pervasive form of imagery for most people was

especially theatrical.

Painted backdrops, parchment rocks, paper

ivy, make-believe snow, and other embellishments that make them

whimsical and humorous in retrospect were the order of the day.

The

studio props and accoutrements were the real subjects of hundreds of

thousands of images.

They reinforced

a

homogenous way of seeing and

reinforced expectations of repetitious, ornamented pictures that
were like sweet melodies played over and over again.
The studio professionals and the amateurs, who modeled their

work on their example, trained Americans in what to look at, and how
to see it.

The predominant criteria were idealization, sentiment,

and an affinity for the picturesque.

These standards dominated not

only private images of family and friends that comprised family

histories, but often characterized the public images of "views"

which could be purchased as stereographs, cabinet cards, or lantern
slides
In contrast to the promotion of generally sentimental and

light-hearted photographs, Riis and Stieglitz demanded much more from
the camera and from their audiences.

They were, for different

toward the
reasons, outside of the mainstream of dominant attitudes
ones.
photograph and were replacing them with far more challenging

their own generation.
Like most artists who have been remembered beyond

.
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these two individuals chose not to placate their
contemporaries but

instead gave them something to think about.

When Jacob Riis bought

a

camera outfit so that he could document

the tenement conditions he was expressing an impulse to
use the

camera as "faithful witness" that had been present from the
moment
of photography's birth.

By 1890

a

vast number of photographic

projects had been undertaken which already had established the
educational potential of the camera.
made

a

The photograph had clearly

profound contribution to the awakening consciousness of

Americans as to the size and variety of this continent, its civilization and about other lands as well.
The impetus to record life and events had existed since the

daguerreotype.

Improvements in camera format and negative prepara-

tion had steadily advanced it.

By the late 1880 's Americans had

available to them explicit visual information about most popular
subjects.

These documents circulated in several ways.

Before the

halftone process and mass circulation through periodicals and
newspapers they were often copied as lithographs and wood engravings
for popular magazines, bound into books as originals, displayed at

exhibitions (photographic displays were

a

regular feature of many

fairs and expositions), transferred onto glass slides for magic-

lantern projection, and most importantly, were distributed as

stereographs
In general,

collecting and studying these documents was

middle-class/upper-class preoccupation.

a

Almost anyone could afford

to buy a studio portrait of him/herself around 1890, but it took
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domestic stability, and

a

greater commitment of time and money to

fill albums, purchase stereographs and lantern slides
with pro-

jectors.

Furthermore, it seems that certain individuals were more

likely to maintain an interest in photographic imagery as

self-instruction than others.

a

means of

Levels of education, affluence,

leisure time, and innate curiosity must have been important factors
in determining how individuals would select images to pay attention
to,

and how they would assimilate them as knowledge about the world.

The educational value of the photograph, specifically the

stereograph, had been cited early on by Oliver Wendell Holmes, who

consistently encouraged Americans to take the photograph seriously.
As an avid collector of stereographs he had written a series of

articles for Atlantic Monthly

.

In the first in 1859, he had

recommended the establishment of "comprehensive and systematic"

stereographic libraries (both national and local)

"...

where all

men can find the special forms they particularly desire to see as
artists, or as scholars, or as merchants, or in any other capacity.
It would have delighted Holmes to know that the stereograph

had the longest run of any picture format for the general public.
was introduced in the early 1850'

s

It

and produced until about 1920.

It was the stereograph that cemented the connection between

photography as

a

form of entertainment and self-education for millions

of Americans before the age of facsimile reproduction.

As

a

dramatic

and charming viewing system the stereograph enabled owners to journey

privately through unknown territory and experience the views seen by
explorers, archaeologists, ethnographers, theater-goers, tourists.
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"Views" were produced in abundance in the
United States and also

were imported from Europe.

According to historians of photography,

untold numbers were mass-produced and bought in the
late 19th century.

Estimates of the total number of stereographs are in the
millions.
The types of views were virtually innumerable.
a

William Durrah,

specialist on the stereograph, has cited over forty broad categories

including:

expeditions, expositions, zoological and botanical

studies, bridges and other civil engineering works, reproductions of
fine art, flower arrangements, fires, medical topics, wars, cities,

ships and trade, railroads, buildings, Presidents, national shrines,

conventions and detailed records of the American landscape including
the ever-popular views of Niagara Falls.

Not all stereographs were meant to be enlightening.

points out, there were "highbrow" and "lowbrow" subjects.

As Durrah

From

1851-65 stereographs were relatively expensive and looked upon as

"cultured entertainment."

By the mid-1870's they were produced in

greater volume and were less expensive.
cheap views

.

uneducated."^®

.

.

This led to "a flood of

turned out for the amusement of children and the

These included "tear-jerkers" or sentimental tableaux

(mothers at their infants' graves) and

stick productions.

a

whole array of zany, slap-

A popular theme was mildly amorous situations being

discovered by parents or spouses, or scenes like "College Girls

Making Candy."
had expanded.

Also, during the late 1870'

s

the diversity of views

"Their main uses continued to be amusement and inform-

ation but now cards were intentfully issued as news, for instruction
and advertising, and as mementos.

Concern for self-education, an
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part of the American tradition

.

.

.

created an additional

market for views.
By 1890 the photographic image undoubtedly had an educational
impact.

The ubiquitous stereograph, as well as the exhibition

prints of free-lance photographers in the field, and to

a

smaller

degree the mass-produced cabinet cards of celebrities and art

reproductions that the commercial photographers provided all con-

tributed to the public's expectation that photographs were

a

source

of knowledge.

Yet in terms of subject matter and style there were some
central limitations.

As a commodity the photograph had to adhere to

several requirements: conventional taste required that it be mild,
interesting, and neutral.

Life's trials could be sentimentalized,

but they were rarely shown realistically.

The imagery made in the

professional studios and the stereographic companies were for the
most part optimistic about American society.
were not ideological.

Most importantly, they

That is, they depicted actual scenes, or

invented picturesque situations; but they did not support an argument.
The world of late 19th-century photography was homogenized, and

unpleasantness tended to be avoided.

Many of these photographs

were informative, but few if any were transforming.
on accepting things as they were.

They were based

The images that were in mass-

circulation typically avoided difficult social problems.

The world

was basically delivered as fascinating and genteel.

most obviously
As William Durrah points out, the scene that was
for
overlooked in the vast surveys undertaken by photographers

.
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public consumption was poverty:

"In short, there was scarcely an

aspect of American life that was not photographed with the stereocamera.

Indeed, only one facet was not photographed--the squalid

and sordid slums that already had marred the land.

was simply ignored as

a

Whether poverty

necessary evil, or whether we were ashamed

ot it, historians must judge.

The depiction of the "slums" in public photographs for American

middle-class and upper-class audiences was to be Jacob Riis's contribution.^^

It should be stressed that prior to Riis's survey,

there had been some limited use of tenement pictures in specialized

documents on housing.

However, these photographs were not intended

to be seen by the general public, nor were they delivered to audiences

with the persistence of Riis.

Furthermore, because Riis pioneered

the use of flashpowder in America, his records of the tenements

showed situations which had previously been impossible to

photograph, that is, the lowest, darkest, most impenetrable dwellings
that only someone with Riis's familiarity of the tenement neighborhoods

would know:

the stale-beer dives, "all night restaurants," dark

cellars which housed pigs and humans simultaneously, and the notorious

police station lodging houses where drifters and paupers slept on
planks
Riis's photographs made another statement that went beyond his

particular subject matter.

They put forward the idea that at times

they
photographs could be viewed as political statements, that is,

could demonstrate

a

social problem and help argue for

Riis demonstrated that

a

a

solution.

photographer could communicate the experience

,

.
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of individuals who were in trouble to individuals who were not,
and

that they could establish an imperative for intervention.

Riis also knew that to communicate his views most coherently
and constructively, his photographs needed to be integrated with
text.

His images did not travel alone.

a

They were part of his own

narration, as in his lantern slide lectures, or as an integral part
of his writing as in How the Other Half Lives

have to create

a

.

Rarely did viewers

psychological context for Riis’s pictures.

were integrated by Riis into

a

They

holistic and consistent argument

which he took responsibility for delivering to his contemporaries.
He brought his images to the printed page and lecture hall not as

light-hearted entertainment (although he was known for his humor)
or even simple instruction, but as a detailed visual expose of an

ugly and usually avoided part of American life.
In contrast to Riis's project, Alfred Stieglitz was not con-

cerned with the didactic uses of photographs, or even with general

middle-class audiences.

Rather, when he returned to the United

States in 1890 he was involved with aesthetic questions, and with

amateur photographers, who, like himself, were making images for
their own enjoyment.

Stieglitz gradually assumed

position among them, and

a

paradoxical attitude:

advocate and their adversary.

a

leadership

he was both their

Basically, Stieglitz wanted them to

improve
By the time Stieglitz began living in New York the amateur

photographers were

a

diverse group comprised of the "serious workers

of the
who like Stieglitz were devoted to mastering all phases
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medium, the hobbyists who dabbled in picture-making and the latest

equipment but who could be equally enthralled in bicycling or other
fads of the period, and finally the least committed of all--the

Kodak users who took snapshots and let the Kodak company develop and
print the film.^^

Stieglitz not only identified with the more

serious amateurs, but he felt increasingly compelled to influence

their work.

During the early 1890'

s

he began writing articles for

amateur journals and joined the American Society of Amateur

Photographers in New York.

Non-professional photographers had been formally organized in
camera clubs and societies since the I860's, but during the 1880 's
the memberships grew and new clubs were formed.

Like the stereo-

graph, the camera clubs in the United States were an interesting

synthesis of leisure-time enjoyment and self-education.

early 1890'

s

By the

amateurs in camera clubs still helped one another with

technical problems (which were considerable), shared information,
and gave one another advice and encouragement.

The clubs also had

a

decidedly social purpose, especially the more affluent ones in the
big cities.
In 1890, there were nearly a dozen amateur publications with

national distribution, and

a

small town and urban center.

camera club or society in nearly every

Unlike the societies in Europe which

Stieglitz knew, these American counterparts were clearly not concerned
with the status of photography in the established art world.
most amateurs, making photographs was

a

For

provocative, relaxing pastime

.
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that mixed well with friends, holidays, and an aptitude
for photo-

chemistry.
The clubs had elected officers, many maintained

a

system of competi-

tions, an interclub program for exchanging lantern slides, and

a

range of purely fraternal activities such as "jolly smokers."

Occasionally, very gifted photographers who considered themselves
artists emerged from the membership of these clubs and influenced
their members.

One was F. Holland Day of The Boston Camera Club who

was Stieglitz's rival for leadership among American amateurs.

But

the majority of amateurs were not really attuned to the problems of

making art as much as to the more tangible problems of technique.
Like the studio professionals, they were comfortable with conven-

tionalized approaches to selecting subject matter and making pleasing
pictures
Stieglitz's own description of the lack of originality among

American amateurs was stated with typical candor in an early article
he wrote for Photographic Mosaics in 1892;

When we go through an exhibition of American photographs we
are struck by the conventionality of the subjects chosen:
we see the same types of country roads, of wood interiors; we
see the everlasting waterfall, village scenes; we see the same
unfortunate attempts to illustrate popular poetry.
Stieglitz, who had been associated with the distinguished and well-

organized European photographers, found that

a

similar sense of

pride, community, and dedication was missing on this side of the

Atlantic.

He therefore hoped to raise the standards and aspirations

help
of the American amateur, and enlist them in the movement to

establish photography as

a

means of artistic expression.

.
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Although in Europe the status of photographers was comparatively higher than in the United States, it was still controversial.
For example, as late as 1890 photographic prints had never been

exhibited on

a

par with paintings in

a

salon, nor had they been

seriously considered as something to be acquired by connoisseurs or

museum collections.

While still in Germany, Stieglitz had decided

to work for the advancement of photography.

He wrote to his father

that he intended to dedicate his life to seeing that photographs of

distinction would be valued on the same basis as other artistic
mediums
For

a

number of reasons this task would not be an easy one.

To begin with, most American amateurs were basically complacent and

were unprepared to think about pushing themselves, or their standards.
As photographic historian Helmut Gernsheim notes,

"...

most of the

new generation of photographers were entirely devoid of artistic

training or feeling.
means of expression.

They were not interested in the camera as

a

Most amateurs were comfortable with the

conventions and formulas they used; their eyes were acclimated to
the picturesque, and they thought in terms of creating photographs

that looked like other photographs in order to be successful.

Stieglitz, and the more gifted, aspiring photographers whom
he attracted into his circle, positioned themselves in opposition to

the popular tastes in photography, insisting that there was

problem.

a

definite

His colleague Gertrude Kasebier could have been speaking

for Stieglitz when she asked in a published article:
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... Who has educated the public to a false standard in
photography? Who sanctions the painted background, the
papiermache accessories, the high-backed chair, the potted
palm, the
artificial flowers in the studio?^^
In the early 1890 's Stieglitz began proposing ideas about
the

medium that were aimed at retraining the vision of other
photographers
and consequently the vision of those who would view their images.

He

was suggesting that, contrary to popular opinion, it was extremely

difficult to make photographs.

He argued that relying on convention

only led to mediocre pictures.

That to make

a

good photograph one had

to be daring, patient, and talented enough to create something

original, and expressive of the person behind the lens.

sisted that the camera was

a

serious object, an instrument for contem-

plation as well as revelation.
had to replace formulas.
a

Stieglitz in-

He insisted that personal meaning

On these grounds he felt that the camera was

medium of artistic expression, and it should be valued as one.

problem became two-fold:

His

to encourage amateurs to make better

pictures, and to teach viewers to appreciate them.

That is, he also

had to create and educate an audience that would care about quality.

This was Stieglitz'

s

first "cause," to use his term, but it inevitably

expanded into the problem of educating Americans about art in general,
and helping them integrate it meaningfully into their daily lives.

In the Streets:

Riis and Stieglitz Portray the City

During the late 1880'

s

when Riis was prowling the night streets

of New York City with his camera and flashpowder, documenting the

overcrowding in police station lodgings, underground saloons, and

.
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the interiors or tenements and their back alleys, Alfred Stieglitz

was roaming the European countryside, capturing the late afternoon

and early morning sun on robust workers, creating romantic images of

people in communion with the soil and one another.

Stieglitz shared

Rlis's affection for the land and community that Riis had experienced
in Denmark but which he found so completely violated in New York's

Lower East Side,

Both men keenly understood and appreciated the

importance that having

a

place, having work, and having space provides

for individuals in a society.

City as

a

And both reacted strongly to New York

stage where human destinies were being shaped by these

conditions

When Stieglitz arrived in New York he began the awkward process
His father was instru-

of adjustment, which included finding work.

mental in establishing him as

a

partner in

a

photoengraving firm; and

although Stieglitz was competent, he felt that the world of commerce
was personally meaningless.

The only activity that compelled him

was making photographs.

Stieglitz began, during this period, the production of

a

vast

body of work that he continued for nearly fifty years, which continuously evolved aesthetically and which reached in many directions for
subject matter.
and worked.

Yet, a constant theme was Manhattan, where he lived

The other loci for his photographing were the fields

course, Europe
and sky at Lake George, his summer home, and, of

which he visited frequently.

But it is his constant attention to

of his wife Georgia
New York City, which, like his extended portrait

O'Keeffe, forms

a

steady rhythm in his life's work.

It was the most
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available environment and he never lost his fascination
for the
details of the city's life, nor his respect for its vitality.

Beginning around 1893, Stieglitz began

a

series of photographs of

New York which bear the imprint of his later work.
sidered among masterpieces.

They are con-

He later recalled:

From 1893-95 I often walked the streets of New York downtown,
near the East River, taking my hand camera with me.
I wandered around the Tombs, the old Post Office, Five Points.
1
loathed the dirty streets, yet I was fascinated.
I wanted to
photograph everything 1 saw. Wherever I looked there was a
picture that moved me.
I loved the sloops, the clipper and other ships, with their
protruding bowsprits and their sails, as they came in from the
sea bringing fish and other cargo.
1 loved the signs, even the
slush, as well as the snow, the rain and the lights as night
fell.
Above all there was the burning idea of photography, of
pushing its possibilities even further.^®
.

.

.

In the early 1890 's Stieglitz was using

rather than
the street.

a

a

hand-held camera

large-view camera and tripod when he went out into
The hand camera had become identified with the casual

kind of picture-taking that required little forethought or real

interest in the medium.

Iconoclastically

pioneer its use as an artist's tool.
fashionable subject matter:

,

Stieglitz decided to

He was also working on un-

serious amateurs usually did not

consider the spontaneous life of the street as appropriate

During these years Stieglitz also consistently pushed

territory.

the technical capacities of his camera--of ten successfully photo-

graphing in conditions thought to be impossible.
In these early photographs of New York Stieglitz used the

camera as

a

means of expression, and also as

the external world, patiently and fully.

a

means of observing

His photographs
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demonstrated

a

forceful engagement with what was out there, rather

than the indirect, sentimentalized versions that characterized the

work of his contemporaries in the camera clubs.
Stieglitz in the Brown Decades
quality of Stieglitz'

,

Lewis Mumford has captured this

vision and contribution.

s

Writing about

He compares

Stieglitz 's records of America in the early nineties with the work
of Eakins and the spirit of the Brooklyn Bridge: "honest, sensitive,

factual."

He continues, "Photography became for Stieglitz

element in modern experience:

it meant actuality:

a

major

it meant light:

it meant a human personality reacting to the world around it."^^

Several photographs which Stieglitz made during this period

remain among his finest.

He photographed New York not for its

skyscrapers and impressive scale as he was to do in the 1930'
Instead, in the 1890'

s

and early 1900'

s

Stieglitz saw

a

s.

vast urban

geography, but one that was humbled and humanized by the even greater
forces of wind, snow and nightfall.

His pictures show

a

city of

people, movement and weather.
The people of his New York are hardy, engaged and integrated

with the seasons:
horses push through

sturdy man in

a

coach driver and his team of massive dark

a

a

blizzard in "Winter on Fifth Avenue" (1893);

a

long rubber coat attends to steaming trolley horses

in "The Terminal" (1893);

a

frail tree and heavier street sweeper

(1902).
bend together in the misty atmosphere of "Spring Showers"

with nostalgia for
In this vision of New York, perhaps touched

between people and
the European landscape, the primal relationships
nature are intact.

nonetheStieglitz had to seek them out but they
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less existed for him and for his camera if he was watchful and

patient.

In essence, he celebrated the forces of nature, both

gentle and powerful, in the city.

There was the strength and energy

of animals in the street, fresh snow piled high on brownstone

bannisters, and people working outside with sureness and grace.

Jacob Riis, too, used his camera to work out his relationship

with America.

But unlike Stieglitz, his need was not to embrace and

affirm the vitality of what he saw; it was rather to penetrate the
one thing about America that he hated most:

the darkness of the

tenements and the human damage that it caused.

His was photography

that was compelled by revulsion and consequent rage.
In the New York City of Riis, motionless people are stranded

Driven into lodging stations by cold and

helpless, buried alive.

night, in tenement rooms and sweat shops, he shows us human beings
in boxes and caves.

Cents

a

Spot” (1888),

We see them stacked up like laundry in ’’Five

They are tiers of sleepy immigrants, half-

stunned by the flash of Riis's lightning apparatus.

We rarely see

people outside, and when we do it it usually in the tunnel-like
confines of rear alleys.

Instead, they are usually cramped around

tables making suspenders, they are clinging to babies wrapped up so

tightly that they look frozen, they are lying prone, uncovered on

wooden floors.

Riis's pictures of tenement daylight are still dark.

Alleyways are hardly penetrable to changes in light as the sun
fury of weather
rises or sets, hardly accessible to the freshness and
so honored by Stieglitz.

It is a world without nature, or rather

fallen from nature's grace.

People in these photographs are being
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stored underground, in all-night restaurants, in
claustrophobic
rooms, totally landless, immobilized, exhausted,
in some kind of

stupor: waiting.
In Stieglitz

s

early photographs of New York we rarely see the

faces of individuals although they are often present within
the
frame.

Often their backs are toward the camera, or they are bending

over, or are too far in the distance.

In general, they are not

facing us because they are engaged in other more important activities
and they are unaware of Stieglitz 's watchful presence and his

heightened though invisible participation on their activities.
Riis's approach, however, was dramatically confrontational.

The

whole idea of most of his pictures was to establish eye-contact with

many different tenement inhabitants, often children.

These individ-

uals are not otherwise engaged, nor do they expect privacy.
As we shall see later on, Riis's often unannounced intrusions

into the sleeping quarters of immigrants displayed

tivity on his part.

a

certain insensi-

Yet, in general, there must have been something

trustworthy in Riis's presence.

He carried

relatively large

a

camera and tripod, and needed time to set it up, and even more

preparation when the flashpowder was to be ignited.
are very patient with him nonetheless.

His subjects

Even the hardened "toughs"

of "Bandit's Roost" arrange themselves and wait attentively (if

somewhat suspiciously) for the shutter's release.
In many of Riis's photographs there is

offering themselves to his camera,

a

a

sense of his subjects

sense of presenting themselves

for inspection, of wanting to be known.

Riis's photograph of

a

.

A3

peddler who slept in
type of image.

cellar for four years is an example of this

a

(This is less true in the chaotic beer-dive scenes,

and other situations where Riis photographed people
unexpectedly.)

Riis wanted these people to be known.

He was their inter-

mediary between the world of light and this world of darkness.
photographing was therefore an exceptionally pragmatic act.
taking pictures to document his lectures and writing, in
sense of gathering evidence.

a

His

He was

strict

Riis was not photographing for him-

self; he was essentially photographing for others.

take pictures for only about ten years.

He continued to

When he had recorded the

scenes that he felt were the most representative and convincing, he

simply put away his camera.

The tenement neighborhoods were his

first and only subject matter.

Surprisingly, the total number of

negatives which have been attributed to Riis do not exceed 250 in
all.^®

Although he admitted to

a

thorough enjoyment of the medium,

he insisted that his relationship to the camera was strictly part of
As he said in his autobiography, "The thing is

his larger campaign.
a

constant marvel to me, and an unending delight.

picture come out

.

.

.

To watch the

is a new miracle every time."

Yet, he prefaced

these joyful feelings about photography with the need to set the

record straight:

"1 had use for it,

and beyond that,

I

never

went
Conversely, Stieglitz photographed primarily for himself.
was

a

form of personal inquiry that continued throughout his lifetime.

His body of work numbered in the thousands of negatives.
was

a

It

constant, absorbing preoccupation for fifty years.

His camera

Unlike

..
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Riis, Stieglitz took pictures for the excitement and
the challenge
of inventing.

His images were touchstones for meaningful experience

in his personal life.

For Stieglitz, photography was part of his

process of growth; it was

a

process of self-education, personal

inquiry, contemplation and honest dialogue with others.

In a

later

period of his life Stieglitz explained his relationship to the
camera this way:
If I have done something and consider it well done, I am glad
it exists; if it is not well done, I am sad.- That is all that
I feel.
I can do nothing because another does it, nothing that
fails to stem from a deep inner need.
I
clarify for myself

alone
For Riis, the camera was an instrument for social inquiry, not

personal attunement.
precepts.
was

a

It was a straightforward means for delivering

Not to explore, but to prove what already existed.

means of extending

It

set of social values that for Riis were

a

absolute
In spite of these differing relationships with the camera,

Riis and Stieglitz shared

a

consistent respect for its impact, and

consistent sense of responsibility toward its use.
larger sense of purpose to photography based on

communication.

a

Both applied

a

desire for authentic

Although they used it for separate concerns, their

idea of photography was based on humanistic principles which were

central to both.

a

.
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CHAPTER

I

I

I

JACOB A. RIIS

Jacob Riis participated in
from the late 1880'

s

a

variety of urban reform movements

until his death in 1914.

During that time he

became nationally known as an author, wrote numerous magazine
articles, and delivered hundreds of lectures across the United
States.

However, the early years of his use of the camera and his

emergence as

a

reformer had the most vitality, and the most rele-

vance to public education.
late 1880'

s

Therefore, this chapter focuses on the

and early 1890' s,

a

period of concentrated effort in

which Riis produced three major statements on the tenement problem:
his first lantern slide lecture (January 1888)

,

his first national

magazine publication in Scribner's Magazine (December 1889) and his
first book, How the Other Half Lives:
of New York (November 1890).

minor variations), and theme.
city's poor and

a

Studies Among the Tenements

All three shared the same title (with

Each was

a

first-hand report on the

plea for tenement house reform.

My view of Riis's work during this period is that his effort to

make the tenement problem known to his contemporaries comprised

fundamentally educational project.

a

Riis's goal was to inform middle-

class audiences about the conditions and consequences of urban

poverty, using photographs as his "ally."

His publications and

lectures on "the other half" became part of the network of nonformal

adult education in the United States in the late 19th century.
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My

A9

assessment of the educational nature of Riis's work in this chapter
is based on the following questions:

whom was it addressed?

What was his message and to

What was his strategy for conveying it?

Why

and how did he use photographs? And, what was the immediate impact
of his work?

Historians of photography and other writers usually associate
Riis's use of photographs with the printed page.

Other Half Lives

,

His book, How the

which included halftone reproductions of his

negatives, has been the focus of critical attention in the literature
on him.

For example, it has been cited as

a

landmark in American

publishing and photography by William Stott, who describes it as the
first "documentary book" to be produced in the United States.^

This

emphasis on Riis as writer/photographer has tended to obscure the

equally important role of Riis as lecturer.

During his lifetime Riis used the lecture platform as an
essential vehicle for describing the tenement problem and showing
his photographs.

During these events Riis spoke to large audiences

in darkened churches, theaters and halls while his images were

projected via the magic-lantern (an antecedent of the contemporary
slide projector).

Unlike his published photographs which were small

and poorly reproduced, his projected images were almost lifesize.

They dominated the attention and imagination of his listeners, and
formed the basis for Riis's narration:

a

guided tour through the

tenement districts.
demon
The lectures are important to this study because they
and also
strate Riis's attitude toward photographs most clearly,
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highlight Riis in

a

traditional teaching role.

They underscore both

his talents and his shortcomings in this capacity,
and as such will

be closely examined in this chapter.

.

The Message:

Toward "a Thoroughly Enlightened Public Sentiment"

As early as the 1840'

s

Dr.

John Griscom,

a

pioneer sanitary

reformer wrote that "It is often said that one half of the world
does not know how the other half lives."
as his theme in the late 1880' s,

By the time Riis used this

it was a commonplace.

Riis the invisibility of the urban poor was

keenly felt.

a

Yet for

situation that he

It was a very real indictment of public apathy that

disturbed him deeply and motivated him as

a

reformer.

He said that

the other half "did not know because it did not care."^

At the simplest level, Riis wanted to force

a

meeting between

the citizens of New York City who were living in comfort and those

who were barely surviving.

Although no less than three-quarters of

the city's population lived in the tenements, the extent and the

conditions of urban poverty were relatively unknown to the more

privileged classes.

Many factors contributed to their ignorance.

The conditions on the inside of tenements was largely concealed by
the structure of the dwellings.

Rear tenements were hidden from the

street; the overcrowding in rooms and basements was invisible from
the outside as was the interior squalor.

Furthermore, areas such as

Mulberry Bend were dangerous to explore on foot and few New Yorkers
had the motivation to investigate in person.
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Th6 genersl public, therefore, hsd to rely on popular authors
and journalistic treatments for information about the poor and the

quality of their lives.

The more serious surveys and monographs

which were published by charitable organizations and other institutional purposes were not intended for the public, nor were they

readily available.

During the 1870 's and 80 's several popular books on the poor
had appeared but they were often intentionally sensational and

offered little factual analysis.

Newspapers such as the New York

Tribune (Riis's newpaper until 1888), Daily Graphic

,

Frank Leslie's

and Harper's Weekly devoted space to articles describing life in the

tenement districts.^

However, by the end of the 1880 's Riis was the

most persistent, knowledgeable, and in historian Robert Bremner's
words, "the most influential of the popular writers on slum life."*^
As one contemporary of Riis stated in

Lives

a

review of How the Other Half

:

Newspaper articles show from time to time what is going on in
the slums of New York, and an occasional book enlarges upon
the miseries of the poor, but we believe that no writer has so
minutely described the exact status of the wretched inhabitants
of our tenement houses as Mr. Riis.^
By the late 1880'

s

Riis probably knew more about the tenements

than any outsider.

He had been initiated in his early twenties as

jobless immigrant.

His ten years as

a

police reporter had placed

him in an office in Mulberry Bend in the midst of the East Side
slums.

He accompanied police and health inspectors on excursions

parties on
into otherwise inaccessible places, joining raiding
illegal shelters and overcrowding.

Furthermore, his contact with

a

"

.
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professionals like his friend, Dr. John Nagle, and Roger Tracy, both

high-ranking statisticians in the city government, helped inform his
analysis of the tenement as health hazard.

Finally, his association

with The Children's Aid Society and The Charity Organization Society
in the 1880 's were other important sources for Riis's own education

in the problems or urban poverty and the dominant reform ideologies.

Gradually, Riis had developed

what he witnessed.

a

personal theory to explain

In some ways it was socially advanced and in

other ways Riis retained many of the prejudices typical of his
generation.
The standard attitude toward the poor during most of the

nineteenth century was that they were moral failures.^

Poverty was

viewed as the self-inflicted punishment for laziness, dishonesty,
alcoholism, improvidence, and other traits which put the blame for

poverty totally on the individual's weakness or apathy.

In general,

the middle class was suspicious of the poor, and often equated

poverty with anti-social, criminal behavior.
class

It was "the dangerous

.

Toward the close of the nineteenth century

a

revised view of

the poor emerged which began to consider external reasons and shifted

emphasis away from individual flaws.

It was a more comprehensive

view of poverty as an outgrowth of the economic structure, and
included consideration of the effects of living conditions on behavior.

Progressive thinkers began to view the poor as unfortunate rather than
degenerate
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Riis was among the first of his generation to adopt and
promote
this more sympathetic view.

He pointed out that, in many cases, the

poor and unemployed were victims of
no control.

a

situation over which they had

Riis especially emphasized the impact of the overcrowded

tenement environment and its destruction of family life as
agent in perpetuating the problems of the poor.

a

prime

He became an advocate

for those in the tenement districts who were trapped there because

they were underpaid, denied work, or were exploited by landlords:

New York's wage earners have no other place to live
They are truly poor for having no better homes; waxing poorer
in purse as the exorbitant rents to which they are tied, as
ever serf to soil, keep rising.
The wonder is that they are
not all corrupted, and speedily, by their surroundings.^
.

.

.

In his lecture, article and book, Riis often tried to lessen

the gap between the tenement population and middle-class audiences

by describing details of slum life that dramatized the equality of

human emotions.
Life in the tenements in July and August spells death to an
army of little ones whom the doctor's skill is powerless to
save.
When the white badge of mourning flutters from every
second door, sleepless mothers walk the streets in the gray of
the early dawn, trying to stir a cooling breeze to fan the
brow of the sick baby. There is no sadder sight than this
patient devotion striving against fearfully hopeless odds.®
On other occasions, Riis's compassionate message was paradox-

ically inverted.

During this early period, his attitudes betrayed

many of the ethnic and racial stereotypes typical of the late

nineteenth-century mentality.

Much of the content of Riis's report

on the tenement districts included portraits of New York City's

immigrant population.

In describing the "mixed crowd" Riis could be

ethnic
surprisingly cavalier and patronizing in his typecasting of

.
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traits, reinforcing notions of Anglo-Saxon superiority
and already

popular generalizations.

For example, the Irish are labeled

"contentious,” the German as "order-loving"^ and the "swarthy Italian"
as "hotheaded" but "honest.

izing, at least aimed at
ties:

a

Riis's portraits, although patron-

balance of positive and negative quali-

"The Italian is gay, lighthearted and, if his fur is not

stroked the wrong way, inoffensive as

a

child.

His worst offense is

that he keeps the stale-beer dives.

Riis was most critical toward the Chinese and Jewish immigrants, and the "tramps" who crowded into the police station lodging

houses each night.

He was suspicious of the Eastern European Jews

and the Chinese because they were neither Christian nor quickly

assimilated into the mainstream of American culture.

The tramps

were, for Riis, morally bankrupt individuals who deliberately elected

pauperism over work.

According to him, they were not only burdens

on the rest of society but the reason for much of the violence in
the tenements

Riis eventually broadened his perspective on the groups he

initially typecast.
of,

For example, he grew toward an understanding

and even admiration for, the Eastern European Jew, "stronger in

his defense than many modern historians and sociologists" by the

time he published an essay "The Jews of New York" in 1896.^^

Tuerk

further credits Riis with countering the anti-Semitism that was

increasingly fashionable around the turn of the century, noting that
it
Riis defended the Jews "when others were attacking them and when

would have been far easier for him to have remained silent.

s
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Yet, in spite of his harshness toward certain
elements in the

tenement population during this early period, Riis's major
attack
was against the property-owners who charged high rents,
the exploita-

tive labor practices of the sweatshops, and the failure of
municipal

health agencies and schools for assisting the adults and children
who so clearly needed attention.
In his lecture, article and book Riis cited the overwhelming

oppression of the tenement environment as causing both anti-social
behavior, such as the tenement's high crime rate, and also the

hopelessness that destroyed countless individuals and families.
example, in How the Other Half Lives he wrote of
a

".

.

.

For

the case of

hardworking family of man and wife, young people from the old

country, who took poison together in

they were 'tired.'

needed when

I

a

Crosby Street tenement because

There was no other explanation, and none was

stood in the room in which they had lived.

Riis argued that if the tenements were replaced by adequate

housing the problems associated with the poor--crime, disease,
alcoholism, truancy and the dissolution of family life--would be

greatly diminished.

developed

a

Eventually, through the 1880'

s

and 90'

Riis

program of action which called for tighter municipal

health laws, the construction of model tenements, parks and school
playgrounds, and in general more government intervention in the

prohibition of child labor and sweat shops.

He also supported the

settlement-house movement, private charity organizations, and
individual philanthropy.

It was a diversified, progressive set of

recommendations based on individual and collaborative work.

Yet

.
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Riis was not

a

social scientist, and his efforts to formulate

solutions emerged gradually.

The major proposal that he outlined at

the conclusion of How the Other Half Lives was:

"There are three

effective ways of dealing with the tenements in New York:

By

1.

law, 2. By remodelling and making the most out of
the old houses,

and 3. By building new, model tenements

All of Riis's proposals squarely rested on citizen involvement.
He assumed that better housing codes would result from "strong

pressure of public opinion" and that the constructon of model tenements
would depend on the "conscience" of private investors.

Riis argued

in his book that

Public sentiment has done something
but very
far from enough.
As a rule, it has slumbered peacefully
until some flagrant outrage on decency and the health of
the community aroused it to noisy but ephemeral indignation,
or until a dreaded epidemic knocked at our door.
It is this
unsteadiness of purpose that has been to a large extent responsible for the apparent lagging of the authorities
The law needs a much stronger and readier backing of a
thoroughly enlightened public sentiment [italics mine] to
make it as effective as it might be made.^®
.

.

.

.

.

.

He further insisted that, "Nothing short of the strongest pressure"

would convince landlords of the unlawfulness and immorality of their
practices:
landlord.

"Clearly, it is
.

a

matter of education on the part of the

.

Riis's campaign to enlighten his contemporaries and lead them
to direct involvement in the tenement problem had two aspects:

pragmatic and moral.

On the pragmatic side, Riis underscored the

threat which the tenement population posed to their uptown neighbors.
He appealed to the self-interest of audiences by pointing to the

"

57

increase in crime, danger of epidemics, and the ominous "standing
army of tramps."

He argued that if ignored, the tenements would

violently erupt, or at least undermine middle-class society by
producing thousands of useless and restless citizens.
heavy-handed but persuasive on this point:

Riis could be

"The sea of mighty

population held in galling fetters, heaves uneasily in the tenements

.

The ethical basis for his argument was more pervasive.

Riis

viewed the tenements as the "offspring of public neglect and private
He tried to convince his audience that they had

greed.

a

moral

responsibility to try to correct the injustices of the tenement house
system.

His efforts to develop the social conscience of others was

based on the doctrine of compassion and love of neighbor that came

directly from his Christian upbringing and values.

Throughout his career as writer and lecturer Riis often spoke
of the religious bias of his combatant reform spirit.

In an address

to a graduating class of teachers he once said:

You can sit and wish the world were better, if that is the way
you are built, but if your wish-bone isn't where your backbone
should be, you will want nothing better than to have a hand
in making it what it should be, knowing all the while that you
For in the last analysis this is
are going to win.
and it is bound to grow better
devil's,
the
God's world, not
under and boost it
shoulders
our
put
in exact ratio as we
faith, and withwholesome
It is a fighting Christian's
along.
licks.
best
out it you are not going to put in your
.

.

.

Riis's unflagging belief that he was in God

with his idealism led to
view.

a

s

service, combined

relatively innocent but dogmatic world

As Roy Lubov perceptively notes, Riis, "an incorrigible

romantic, tended to view life as

a

kind of tournament in which the
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forces of good, like Danish knights of old, galloped
forth to joust
the forces of evil.''^^

Riis

s

crusade for social justice was therefore

a

complex and

often paradoxical mixture of emotional simplicity and perspicacity.
His sense of purpose was that of

innovative and fresh.

a

preacher, and his strategies were

Riis's writing was incisive, factual and

convincing, filled with details that place it closer to the realism
of Theodore Dreiser than the more conventional popular writers of

the period.

His photographs embody an intimacy and frankness in

their depiction of the interior life of tenements and

which was unprecedented in the United States.
document his arguments Riis compiled

a

a

thoroughness

In his efforts to

photographic record of the

slums which was unparalleled in its immediacy.

Many artists, critics

and historians of photography have acknowledged the importance of

Riis's images.

Ansel Adams, for example, wrote that they were

"magnificent achievements in the field of humanistic photography.
.

.

.

I

know of no contemporary work of this general character which

gives such an impression of competence, integrity and intensity.
Yet, Riis's skill as

a

writer and vision as

not necessarily make his work educational.

a

tt

photographer did

The key factor which

shaped his efforts as teaching was the level of responsibility he

assumed in bringing his message before the public.

00
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The S trategy:

I

Wrote but It Seemed to Make No Impression"

Throughout the 1880'

Riis wrote

s

variety of stories for the

a

New York Tribune which portrayed the hardships of the tenement

population and often editorialized against the greed of propertyowners and landlords.
wanted.

However, these did not have the impact that he

As he reported in his autobiography, "I wrote but it seemed

to make no impression

.

Riis began to feel that he needed

a

more

powerful source of evidence.

Although Riis had no doubt considered photographing the tenement
interiors, his discovery of flashpowder gave the idea viability.

wrote in his autobiography that within

a

He

fortnight "a raiding party"

comprised of his photographer friend John Nagle, and two other
amateurs, an occasional policeman, and Riis "invaded the East Side
by night, bent on letting in the light where it was so much needed.

Before long, Riis's colleagues lost interest.
alone just when

I

needed help most.

I

"I found myself

had made out by the flashlight

After unsuccessful

possibilities my companions little dreamed of."^^

attempts to use professional photographers, Riis bought

outfit

(a

a

camera

four-by-five box camera, tripod, and plate holders) and
Because of his lack of formal

proceeded to learn the craft himself.

training Riis remained modest about his skill as
am downright sorry to confess that

photographer, for

I

I

a

photographer;

am no good at all as

I

a

would like to be."^®

We can be grateful for Riis's lack of training for it no doubt

accounted for the power of his images.

He was free of the

.
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aesthetic conventions taught in the camera clubs and the
sentimentalized poses of the professional studios.

Riis seems to have had

a

child-like lack of artifice and sense of urgency when he made his
exposures.
existed.

They were head-on attempts to illustrate what he knew
As far as he was concerned their total value was in their

content and authenticity.
Riis was making

a

portrait of poverty, not of individuals.

We never find out the names of most of these people.

Instead, we

are taken into "the home of an Italian rag-picker" on Jersey Street,
we confront
a

a

"twelve-year-old boy pulling threads in

a

sweat shop,"

family of "Bohemian cigarmakers at work in their tenement," and so

on.

And yet, in his photographs of individuals and families Riis's

camera allows his subjects
beings.

a

moment to disclose themselves as unique

For an instant they have an opportunity to confront outsiders

and convince them of their innocence.

There is

a

sense in many of

these images that these people have been violated--like victims of
some natural disaster they convey the humiliation of their lack of

fortune
Riis credited his photographs as his key resource in the early

phase of his expose of the conditions of the poor.

When he began to

photograph the then notorious Mulberry Bend he felt that he "had at
last an ally in the fight.

Riis recounted one of his early

triumphs using photographs as evidence of unlawful overcrowding in
the Bend, taken on

a

midnight expedition with the sanitary police.

"When the report was submitted to the Health Board the next day, it
put in
did not make much of an impression--these things rarely do,
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mere words--until my negatives, still dripping from the dark
room
came to reinforce them.

From them there was no appeal."^®

Riis's adoption of the photographic medium was the result of
several intuitive but sound judgments about its potential strength
as a means of communication.

He understood that the repercussions

of the photographic image would be substantially different from

either language or other graphic arts.
biography,
I

”

.

.

.a

He remarked in his auto-

drawing would not have been evidence of the kind

wanted.

The question of why Riis wanted photographs and why they were
so effective leads to the much broader issue of the nature of the

photograph as symbol--a topic which has occupied serious students of
the medium for nearly

a

century and

a

covered comprehensively in this study.

half and which cannot be

However, there are several

specific points about Riis's use of photographs which are grounded
in the particular time in which he lived, the expectations of his

contemporaries, and his own creative process that help to explain
why photographs were integral to his campaign and success.
Until Riis's project, photographs of the interiors of tenement
houses were not in wide circulation in the United States.

Although

some studies of thee exteriors of the tenements had been done for
the private use of agencies, they were not generally available to the

public.

Pictures of the urban poor were one of the few topics not de-

picted on stereographs, and the halftone process for reproducing

photographs along with print was still too primitive to allow for the

mass-distribution of photographs of the life of the poor in books and

o

.
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journals.

During the 1880'

s,

therefore, drawings were the main form

of visual representation of the conditions of urban
poverty for the

general public.

Magazine articles sometimes included sketches done

by artists to illustrate articles on slum life.

However, most readers

had learned to be skeptical of these drawings as objective renderings
of fact, and instead,

tions.

tended to view them as imaginative interpreta-

Typically, these drawn representations carried marginal

weight
On the other hand, the photographic image was trusted as

authentic.

If a photograph was presented or captioned as factual,

it was accepted as such and valued for the wealth of information it

conveyed.

In comparison to drawn or painted illustration, the

camera was considered to be an impartial witness, and viewers had

implicit faith in its accuracy.

Because we routinely acquire information through photographs
today, it is always difficult to imagine how compelling photographic

reportage was to viewers in the late nineteenth century.

The follow-

ing is an excerpt from an account of "news-photography" which was

written in 1899.

It captures the typical feelings of Americans who

witnessed the transition in communications brought about by the
halftone process of facsimile reproduction, during the last decade
of the nineteenth century.

Because the writer so vividly captures

the distinctions being made between the photograph, and the drawing

then, it deserves to be quoted at length:

Until not many months ago news had been illustrated by
sketches that sometimes resembled the real scene or person, but
which usually looked like something else.

s

.
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All young women suicides, poisoners, and the like, were
shown as the most beautiful creature the artist could sketch.
Events happening a thousand miles away were pictured "by our
special artist" on the spot, that is, by an imaginative
disciple of the brush, sitting in the office of the newspaper.
Now the slip-shod, any-old-way of presenting the news in
picture is abandoned.
The camera does not lie.
It shows
people as they really look, reproduces scenes with realistic
.

.

.

.

.

.

exactness
This notion that drawings often reinterpreted scenes is borne
out when we compare the sketches and the photographs in the early

editions of How the Other Half Lives and the Scribner'

article of

1889.

(The article in fact contained only sketches--nineteen in

all.)

The drawings had been copied from Riis's photographs by

well-known artists such as Kenyon Cox, and presumably would have
been quite accurate in comparison to original sketches.
drawings are comparatively tidy and sanitized.

Yet, the

They cannot possibly

render the grime, debris, the myriad of tiny details that Riis's

negative had recorded and which gave viewers such explicit, vivid,
and often upsetting information.

Just as the artist of the late 19th century was sometimes

suspected of

a

tendency to freely interpret, so was the journalist.

Readers or listeners might have questioned Riis's prose as exaggerated.

The information in the photographs on the other hand

could be apprehended directly by viewers and they could independently

draw their own conclusions from what they saw.
enabled
Most importantly, Riis wanted the photograph because it
could not;
him to do what he had tried to do in writing, but

take others down into the tenements with him.

to

He wanted others to
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accompany him through the alleys, to see exactly what
he saw, and
just as importantly to share his reactions.

photographic imagery into

a

He integrated his

guided tour of the tenements.

The

visual records which he had made reinforced and elaborated on
his

ability as

a

storyteller to create the vicarious experience of

entering into the dark world of the slum.
Riis insisted that his audience consider the tenement problem
in an analytical way, and he gave them catalogues of facts and

statistics.
level.

He also insisted that they confront it on an emotional

He offered straightforward images shaped persuasively by his

own compassionate descriptions and sometimes by his intolerance.

In

both cases, photographs were included as his impartial witness.

The Audience

As several historians such as Richard Hofstadter have demon-

strated, the final quarter of the 19th century was one of change and

disorientation in American society.

The economic and social organiza-

tion had shifted from the farm and towns to the factory and mush-

rooming cities.

The basic features of American life were displaced.

The concentration of wage-earners in the city, and the thousands of

immigrants arriving daily, created divisions of race, nationality
and class that had previously not been felt.

The changes caused by

immigration were most manifest in the tenement districts where the
life and culture often puzzled and upset middle-class Americans.

One of the most significant features of Riis's career is that
he did not have to create an audience.

The social climate was
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decidedly receptive to Riis's analysis of urban problems
and their
remedies.

There was

a

demand for the first-hand analysis of tenement

life which Riis offered.

Riis sought an audience comprised of diverse members of the

middle-class:

an audience that would include influential persons

(potential philanthropists, investors in model tenements, and lawmakers)
as well as less powerful but nonetheless concerned citizens who

would exert pressure on the municipal government.
Vi?as

Riis's' message

constructed so that it would have moral and political relevance

to any reasonably sympathetic listener.

In general, the American cities like New York, Pittsburgh, and

Chicago were becoming characterized by massive poverty, overcrowding,
crime, municipal corruption, and

sub-cultures.

a

growing number of disparate

These rapid changes left many middle-class Americans

feeling uneasy about the resulting social tensions, and relatively

responsive to leaders who offered an analysis of social conditions.

Roy Lubov, in his book The Progressives and the Slums

,

argues

that this need for analysis and reassurance was the basis of Riis's

popularity:

Americans in the 1890' s were anxious to learn about
those things which he described in his books and lectures.
Puzzled and fearful, they needed social critics like Riis
to interpret the significance of the big city and immigration,
poverty and tenement life; to explain how America could safely
make the transition from an agrarian-rural society to an urban
industrial one.^^
Riis's statements embodied

a

sense of both urgency and hope:

"The gap

between the classes, unsuspected by the thoughtless, is widening day
by day.

No tardy enactment of law, no political expedient, can
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...

close it.

I

know of but one bridge that will carry us over

safe, a bridge founded upon justice and built of human hearts.

"How the Other Half Lives":

the Book

When the first edition of How the Other Half Lives:

Studies

Among the Tenements of New York was published in November of 1890 it
contained

total of seventeen halftone reproductions of Riis's

a

photographs and an additional eighteen line drawings that had been
copied from his images.

It was one of the first books printed in

the United States that used

a

large number of reproductions by the

relatively new halftone process.

It has also been cited as the

"first account of social conditions to be documented with action
It was an immediate popular success among the reading

pictures.

Sales were high and it was reviewed nationally.

public.

reviewers endorsed it heartily.

Most

For example, one said that Riis,

treats his subject like a statistician, an ethical
philosopher, an orator and an artist in one, and all well-todo New Yorkers should read his menacing story and ponder it
and his dismal photographs.^^
.

.

.

Not all of those who reported on the book mentioned the inclusion of

photographs

But those who did were clearly struck by the immediacy

.

and persuasiveness they imparted to the text:
"how the
It is a fearful awakening of the American people of
from
are
pictures
other half live" in the Empire city. The
This
colored.
real life and are not overdrawn or too highly
and
man
should be in the library of every thinking
work
.

.

.

woman in this country.^®
And another recommended it because Riis,

.
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diligently investigated all sides of his gruesome subject, took flash-light pictures of the sights that
came under
his eyes, and therefore was able to give a truthful and
realistic account of his experience
•

.

.

His first book was

a

milestone in Riis's life.

Not only did

his campaign get national attention through How the Other Half Lives

,

but the book also promoted his career from police-reporter to author.

Riis must have been encouraged by the response that the book received
and felt that his plea for tenement reform was making headway.

He

confided in his autobiography that one of his "cherished treasures"
from that period was

a

letter from the poet James Russel Lowell,

which said in part, "I had but

a

vague idea of these horrors before

you brought them so feelingly home to me.
such

a

I

cannot conceive how

book should fail of doing great good, if it moves other

people as it has moved me."^^

"How the Other Half Lives":

the Lecture

Riis completed his first book about two years after
he began photographing in the tenements.

not only been continuing his job as

a

During those years he had

reporter, writing the

Scribner's article, and the text for his book, but he had also been

delivering

a

lantern slide lecture on "the other half" in churches

throughout New York City.
Riis had presented his illustrated lecture for the first time
in January 25,

1888.

That was the first public showing of his

photographs, and was essentially the beginning of his crusade.

The

the
narration which he created for his slides provided the basis for
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content of both the Scribner's article and the subsequent
book.

Although Riis continued giving illustrated lectures for
twenty-five
years, my focus here is on the first few years, that is, from
the

first lecture in 1888, through 1891.

The Children of the Poor

,

In 1892 Riis's second book.

was published which changed the original

lecture "How the Other Half Lives" to some extent.

These early

years, therefore, bracket an especially consistent phase in Riis's

career on the lecture platform, one that was perhaps his most

purposeful and dynamic.
Given the significance and impact of Riis's lantern slide
lectures it is surprising that they have been relatively neglected
in the literature on him.

A notable exception is an essay by Ferenc

Szasz and Ralph Bogardus, "The Camera and the American Social
Conscience:

The Documentary Photography of Jacob A. Riis," which

outlines the main features of Riis's use of the photograph and
includes

a

brief but excellent section on the lectures.'^®

Also,

James Lane's monograph on Riis*^^ and Alexander Alland's text*^^

contain some useful but fragmentary references to the lectures.
the most part, however, Riis's reputation as

a

For

photographer and re-

former has usually been tied to his written works.
Yet, Riis's lectures were a basic part of his strategy to

communicate with his contemporaries.

During the years between

1888-91 (and subsequent ones as well) Riis delivered this lecture

primarily in churches, but he also brought his collection of glass
slides into club rooms, theaters, and halls.

He spoke not only in
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New York, but also in New Haven, Buffalo, New Bedford, Washington,
D.C. and other cities during that extremely active period.

Riis usually spoke extemporaneously.

A few hand-written notes

which he apparently used to prepare for specific engagements have
survived and are in the Jacob Riis Archives in The Library of
Congress and the New York City Library.
convey

a

But they are too sketchy to

reliable sense of the form and content of his talk.

Only

one lecture was transcribed during this period and was printed as

brochure for the proceedings of
1891.'^^

a

a

conference of Christian Workers in

Therefore, the exact narration which Riis created for his

collection of lantern slides, and the variations which he spontaneously adopted depending on the situation, remain elusive.
The best source of information we have on the lectures are the

reports which usually appeared in the local newspapers on the day

following Riis's presentation.

These press clippings were compiled

by Riis and are in The Library of Congress Archives.

The writers of

these reviews offer first-hand accounts of Riis's presentation, but

perhaps more importantly, they interpret its effect on the audiences
that were present.

They are an invaluable means of restructuring

what Riis said, the images he showed, and how people responded.

Taken together these press comments and the published transcript
reveal much about Riis’s commitment and skillfulness before his

audience.

They recreate

a

sense of the authority which these lec-

tures had, how people were deeply moved, and apparently learned of
the physical conditions of the tenements in

their memory.

a

way that persisted in

As such the reviews demonstrate how and why the

s

.
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lectures were such an important part of Riis’s efforts.

At the same

time they reveal his early tendency to stereotype and
sometimes

condemn the people whom he photographed.
Overall, Riis used his opportunities to lecture optimally
His lantern slide presentations were

a

radically different from his Scribner'

mode of communication

article and book, even

though the content was essentially the same.

The main distinction,

of course, centered on his use of the photograph.

On the printed

page, Riis's images were small, surrounded by text, and often,

because of the poor quality of reproduction, details were suppressed.
The effect of the photographs was clearly subordinate to the text.
In the lantern slide lecture this was reversed.

The photographs

became dominant, and Riis dramatically structured his narration
around the content, sequence, and emotional weight of his slides.
In many ways the interplay between the narration and image in

these lectures was an antecedent of the documentary film.

It was not

until the 1920 's with the work of John Grierson and others that this
genre of filmmaking emerged.

Yet, in the late 1880 's Riis was working

on the same premise, i.e., he was constructing an ideological statement

through the combined use of photographic image and narration which was

both factual and emotionally compelling.

Riis created an experience

for his audiences that was unique at the time, and one that was not

easily forgotten by those who witnessed it.

In the words of one who

was present, "He took his audience into the very slum."^'^

Riis's lecture was an innovative merger of two separate phenomena
in the late nineteenth century:

the lantern slide exhibition which

.
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was

a

regular event in the camera clubs, and the public lecture

which was

a

popular agent for informal adult education.

The following

is a brief description of each.

Most camera societies throughout the United States had

a

monthly meeting devoted to looking at glass slides created by
V

amateur photographers.

The slides which were projected and discussed

during these eventing meetings displayed the usual motifs of the

popular photography of the period:

architecture, landscape, genre

Judging from the amateur journals of the day, lantern slide

scenes.

exhibitions often elaborated on the photographer's other hobbies or

interests.

There were shows on "flower studies," boat construction,

and tours through the Austrian Tyrol, to name

a

The purpose of

few.

the exhibitions was to share technical information, to be enriching
in an aesthetic sense, and to provide an enjoyable evening's enter-

tainment

.

Concurrently, the late nineteenth century was

a

period in

which the public lecture was flourishing as an agent for popular
adult education.

In general, the lecture phenomenon marks an im-

portant phase in the history of nonformal adult education, and is
too complex to discuss fully here.

However, its main features are

essential to understanding the context in which Riis was working.
Merle Curti's text. The Growth of American Thought

overview of this network which

I

,

provides an

have drawn on for the following

discussion
During the last quarter of the nineteenth century there was

pronounced movement toward "the popularization of knowledge

in

a
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America.

Several factors within the society led to increased

opportunities for learning.

Perhaps the most basic one, according

to Curti, was the "traditional argument that mass education
was

necessary for intelligent participation in political democracy and
that it must extend beyond the common school.

.

.

."4®

Curti con-

tinues, "The growing complexity of American life and the recognition
that this imposed new burdens on democratic political machinery were

additional arguments for spreading knowledge through every possible
channel
The 1880'

s

therefore saw the beginning of university extension

in the form of subscription lectures and correspondence courses,

which lessened the gap between the academic world and the world of
the "plain people."

This decade also saw the proliferation of

non-academic agencies for disseminationg information such as the
public lecture.

In the days before radio, television, and movies,

the lectures provided an important means of communication, informa-

tion sharing, and social interaction.

Lectures were sponsored by commercial agencies, which charged
an admission fee, and also by non-profit institutions such as churches

and the Y.M.C.A.

In general, these public lectures were meant to be

informative, recreational, and spiritually uplifting.

inspirational tone was especially prominent.

The underlying

As Curti argues, "The

democratic zeal for the popularization of knowledge was strongly
tinged with religious conviction

.

The religious values which

underscored many lectures applied not only to the popular topics.

.
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but to the motives of many individuals who, like Jacob
Riis, took to
the lecture platform with

a

special sense of mission.

For middle-class audiences who could afford the time, and the

price of admission when it was charged, the public lecture meant an

opportunity to learn more about the world, spending an enjoyable
evening out, and having certain cherished values reinforced.

Commercial lecture bureaus, such as Redpath's, selected topics that
were congenial to "devotion to religious observation, the sanctity of
the home, the spirit of neighborliness, and the Constitution

Jacob Riis's lecture, "How the Other Half Lives," fulfilled all of
these expectations.
typical:

It also introduced a dimension that was not

flashlight photographs which uncovered the hidden recesses

of the slums.

They were critical of the society, emotionally dis-

turbing, and their narration demanded that viewers consider their
own social responsibility.

From the beginning of his documentation of the slums, Riis

believed that the churches should sponsor his lecture.

But as he

states in his autobiography, in the winter of 1888 when he began to
seek their help, they closed their doors to him.

leadership apparently assumed that
by

a

a

The conservative

lecture on tenement life, given

reporter, would be too graphic or sensational for their genteel

congregations.

Also, many churches were deliberately avoiding

volatile social issues, such as the tenements, even though church
members were, at the very least, curious about them.
own church, in which he was

a

deacon, refused him.

Even Riis

s
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Therefore, Riis's first lecture was presented at the Society
of Amateur Photographers in New York.

his friend, Dr. John Nagle.)

(It was probably arranged by

Ironically, it was scheduled as the

regular monthly lantern slide exhibition.

After reading some of the press comments on Riis's first
lantern slide lecture, it is clear that the evening's "entertainment"
of January 25,

1888, was unlike anything that had preceded it in the

club's meeting rooms.

Riis showed one hundred of his slides; about

one quarter were his flashpowder studies.

The series included the

interiors of stale-beer dives, police station lodging houses, the
morgue, and

a

Chinese opium den, as well as before and after pictures

of children under the care of the Children's Aid Society and other

more hopeful images of charitable work being done in the slums.

review carried two days after the event, in the New York News

A

,

describes the evening and its impact vividly, saying that Riis

with the realistic instinct of Zola, put many an interesting but shocking sight that is curtained from the worldpolite on the dry plates.
In exhibiting these, Mr. Riis in a conversational way,
talked of his experiences with his sitters humorously,
statistically and pathetically, so as to entertain his audience
for a couple of hours, and demonstrated that a police-reporter
in the course of business is ahead of the professional humanitarian in rooting "man's inhumanity to man" and that when occasion offers he can make horrors "beyond the pale" painfully
interesting.
.

.

.

.

.

.

This is one of the first of hundreds of reviews that were
qualities of
written on Riis's lecture, and conveys the essential
by reviewers in
his presentation that would be consistently noted
the future:

and
Riis's direct, conversational tone, his factual
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more personal observations, the "shocking" nature
of his photographs, and his humor.

Riis was apparently

a

master at balancing the presentation of

disturbing information and upsetting imagery with

a

lighter touch.

Judging from the reports, Riis's ability to punctuate his narration
with humorous, winning anecdotes, enabled his audiences to confront
the desolate, ugly, and tragic scenes he also showed.

After his first presentation Riis gained entrance to the

Broadway Tabernacle, the site of his second lecture, and from there
he went on to other churches, becoming increasingly in demand.

Reading through the press comments for the lectures that followed
throughout the next three years, we begin to understand what

highly charged atmosphere Riis's lecture created.

a

People in his

audiences had neither seen the situation Riis placed before them,
nor imagined it.

They were therefore faced with

a

complex set of

emotions, including shock, sadness, fear, and guilt.

Riis's audience, in

a

One member of

Jersey City presentation, later confessed

I sat with others and watched the vivid portrayals upon the
"Oh my God, can't we help
canvas until my soul cried out:
change these conditions?" ... As I sat watching those
"Where is the antidote?"^^
pictures I said to myself:

It is evident from this first-hand account, and others, that

Riis's use of photographs was the determining factor in bringing

about this sort of heartfelt response and generating

a

feeling of

concern for the children and adults trapped in the tenements.
were several reasons for their power.

There
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First of all, the format itself was dramatic.

After Riis's

introductory comments (an anecdote on the "Golden Rule" and catalogue of facts on urban poverty) the lights in the church or hall

were turned out, and the audience momentarily sat in total darkness.
Then, one by one, Riis's images appeared on the canvas screen.

One

report says that the size of the image was about ten feet by ten
feet.

Therefore, in the stillness and quiet of

a

darkened room,

audiences were faced with nearly lifesize specters of children and
adults, who momentarily looked directly at them.

This illusion of

confronting real people and places was reinforced by Riis's tourguide narration.

For example, in the transcribed Christian Workers

lecture of 1891 Riis started by saying,

".

.

.we begin right

away,

all of us going down into the slums of New York City to see what has
got to be done there and learn how by the blessing of God to help in

From there, he led them through the back alleys, drawing

the work."

his viewers progressively into the squalid courts of rear tenements,
into the upstairs rooms and sweatshops, and down into the oppressive

frightening cellars.

Riis commented on the slides as though the

audience were actually present at the scenes they recorded.

The

transitions between slides were usually directives such as "Let me
take you

.

.

."or, "Now let us go

.

.

."

For example, Riis

introduced his photograph of an "All Night Two-Cent Restaurant" with,
"Let us go into one of the alleys and down into one of the underground
rooms and see what goes on at three o'clock in the morning.

Riis's lecture became for many
the world of the slum.

a

kind of initiation rite into

The emotional intensity was heightened by
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the communal nature of this rite.

Riis's audiences ranged in size

but often reached 2,000 or more people.

The event itself--that is,

so many people coming together to learn about the tenement problem--

must have intensified the sense of urgency in Riis's presentation.

Judging from the news reports, the Christian Workers lecture
in Washington, D.C., on November 9,

fied experience.

began with

a

1891, was an especially intensi-

As in many of the lectures given in churches, it

short devotional service of prayer and hymns.

Then the

lights were turned down and "in front of the organ was stretched

great white cloth" for projecting the image.

packed with attentive listeners.

a

The church was

"The audience patiently stood

wherever foothold could be found, and even sat on the floor in the
aisles without objecting, because of their interest in the
subject.

.

.

."^4

One of the highlights of Riis's presentation was

after photograph of

a

a

before and

little girl named Antonia Candia, who had been

abused by her parents, as were many of the tenement children, and
rescued by the Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children.
Riis often included emblems of hope such as this one which rein-

forced the message of Christian charity.

Many accounts note that

cheers, and
the "after" picture of Antonia brought sighs of relief,

almost always applause.
earnestness and
The reports of the lectures portray Riis's
witnessed.
compassion in describing the conditions he had

reveal instances of his occasional harshness.

They also

For example, pictures

illustrate overcrowding in
of "Jewtown" are rather coldly used to
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tenement neighborhoods; the all-night restaurant is
accompanied by
the judgment that it is filled with "tramps" who do not
even have

"spunk" enough to be thieves; and in showing the scenes of

Chinatown, Riis confided to the Conference of Christian Workers,
"But friends, here is one whose heaven is not the same as ours.
This Chinaman, you can't do anything with him.

altogether.
into

I

give it up."^^

I

.

.

despair of him

Finally, when Riis led his audience

beer dive frequented by blacks as well as whites, he stated,

a

"And now we come to the bottom, down to the black and tan
dive.

.

.

.

When black and white of both sexes meet on such ground,

then you have the abomination which there is none more vile.

From

there the descent is very easy to the rogues' gallery."^®

During these instances, and others, Riis underscored the immorality of many of the people he photographed, and the violence they were

capable of doing.

Sometimes, in showing taboo scenes such as

Chinese opium den, there was more than

a

a

tinge of sensationalism.

These situations must have been titillating for his audiences, and

undoubtedly accounted for some of his popularity.
However, the basic themes of Riis's lecture were evangelical.
He often asked, "How much longer are we going to ask if we are our

brother's keeper?"

The core of his message was the tragedy of so many

children and adults who had been damaged or "corrupted" by the tenements, exploited by the upper classes, or who had simply "given up"
and were reduced to

a

subhuman existence.

Riis's life-size photo-

graphic images of the faces of the poor were relentless in conveying
what had been lost.
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The press comments on the lectures were ususlly unecjuivocsl in

their admiration and appreciation of Riis's presentation.

underscored Riis's "earnestness" and fervor.
1891,

They often

A Bostonian reported in

for example, that

Mr. Riis has

a slightly German accent, but speaks fluently, is
frequently emphatic and at times grows almost eloquent as he
depicts the sufferings of the people of whom he has made a

study.

But probably more importantly, these reviews document the spirit in

which Riis's lectures was received.
a

form of teaching about

a

It was clearly considered to be

crucial social issue.

Reviewers often

remarked that Riis's presentation had both informed audiences and

affected them significantly.

A Washington, D.C., reporter encap-

sulates this type of response in the observation, "It is safe to say

that many people in Washington have

a

clearer conception today than

they ever had before of how wretchedly the other half lives.

Besides being an ideal format for his photographs, Riis's
lectures complemented his published writing in several ways.
reached

a

He

slightly different audience than the reading public, and

also capitalized on the group psychology of the lecture event.

The

communal nature of those evenings must have done much to reinforce
the impact of what Riis said and showed.

Also, as the press clippings

demonstrate, the local newspapers consistently carried vivid and

enthusiastic reports on each lecture.

Riis therefore had the ad

keeping the
vantage of another channel for diffusing his message and

tenement issue before the public eye.

Apparently, Riis, who was

and the results
gregarious and energetic, enjoyed both the lecturing
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it brought to his cause.

"I always liked the work.

It tires less

than the office routine, and you feel in touch with your fellows more
than when you sit and write your message."^®

He also added with

typical modesty, "Also, if you wish to learn about

way is always to go and try to teach some one else.

Impact:

thing, the best

a

.

.

The "Other Half" Begins to Learn

During the years between 1888-91, Jacob Riis emerged as
national figure.

a

The themes of his own writing and lecturing were

further amplified by the attention which his popularity generated.

There were newspaper interviews in which he could restate his aims,
and the countless reviews of his book and lectures.

All of these

contacts with the public reinforced his central goal of keeping the

Although there had

facts about urban poverty in the foreground.

been

a

generation of discussion about the problem of the poor in

America before Riis

,

he had helped to focus this concern of

of social theorists into

a

shape; a tangible presence.

national issue.

a

minority

He gave it a concrete

Riis made the experiences of the tenement

district so vivid to his audiences that he could legitimately ask
them, "What are you going to do about it?"®^

Contemporary social historians now regard Riis
enormously successful.

s

campaign as

The literature is filled with accolades such

as Roy Lubov's view that:
It became for his
Riis brought the tenement slum to life.
an abreaders an immediate and felt experience, not simply
or after,
stract and remote evil. No housing reformer, before
reality for
has equalled Riis's ability to make the slum^a
life.
of
plane
those situated on a different
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James Lane argues that Riis's expose of New York City's tenement

houses

dramatically awakened interest in urban reform," and that

How the Other Half Lives "helped strike the spark which ignited

progressive spirit in many Americans."®^

a

Szasz and Bogardus view

Riis as "the major voice of the American social conscience" for two

decades, and contend that "By his lantern slide shows and his

photographs, Riis achieved

a

power, believability

,

and influence

which would otherwise have been impossible."®'^
Robert Bremner includes Riis within the group of progressive

"propagandists" who hoped to improve conditions by rousing the
conscience of their contemporaries:

"Like the muckrakers who followed

them, they sincerely believed that once the 'plain bald statement of
facts' had been submitted to the public judgment, nothing could stand
in the way of reform."

Bremner'

s

evaluation is that although effec-

tive, Riis and others like him "erred on the side of optimism."

That is, "The powerful alignment of groups with

a

stake in the

perpetuation of social wrongs did not disintegrate when its malefactions were exposed.

But it was placed on the defensive."

Bremner 's consideration of this effort is based on the following
assumption, which is particularly relevant to Riis's contribution:
In a liberal democracy it is literally true that the fist step
toward the achievement of reform is the exploration of and diffusion of knowledge about the realities of the prevailing

situation.

Although it is impossible to comprehensively evaluate the specific
of
repercussions of Riis's efforts, he clearly achieved his goal

leading in the "first step."

Allen Davis underscores Riis's role in
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this effort with the clsim that, "More than any other single person
he made Americans aware of the urban housing problem in the late

nineteenth century.
Many of the press clippings that

I

have already quoted convey

Riis's impact on his readers and audiences.

In general, most of

them echoed the conviction that because of Riis's work, "There is no
longer any apology for half the world remaining ignorant of how the

other half lives.

.

.

A reviewer for a Boston newspaper in 1890

crystallized the feelings of many of his contemporaries with the
tribute that, "The 'other half does know, or at least is beginning
to learn, thanks to such brave and patient teachers as Mr. Jacob

Riis."®®

Throughout this period Riis remained modest, optimistic, and
grateful for his success.

Writing over

a

decade later in his

autobiography, he whimsically attested to his "faith in God to make
all things possible that are right; faith in man to get them done;

fun enough in between to keep them from spoiling or running off the

track into useless crankery."®®

With the unpretentiousness that had

helped to make him so widely admired, Riis explained:
For hating the slum what credit belongs to me? Who could love
When it comes to that, perhaps it was the open, the woods,
it?
was
the freedom of my Danish fields I loved, the contrast that
and naturally want
I hate darkness and dirt anywhere,
hateful.
to let in the light.

,,
,,

.
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CHAPTER

V

I

ALFRED STIEGLITZ

The career of Alfred Stieglitz spanned fifty years and was

shaped by distinct phases of creative and public activity.
study,

I

am focusing on the years between 1890-1917.

that period, Stieglitz had created

himself which remains unique.

In this

By the end of

constellation of roles for

a

He had been the leader of serious

amateur photographers in their drive to establish photography as

a

fine art; the creator and publisher of two innovative quarterlies.

Camera Notes and the formidable Camera Work

;

the director of the

controversial art gallery "291”; the first public spokesperson in
the United States for the modern movement in art; the leader of the

first group of American avant-garde painters; and an internationally

recognized photographer.

The Message:

"To Be Taught the Real Meaning of Art"

The ideas which Stieglitz offered to his contemporaries from

about 1890 through the early part of this century challenged popular

attitudes toward art and established notions about the cultural

identity of America at that time.
a

kind of counter-education,

a

In effect, they were attempts at

sophisticated guerilla warfare

against the status quo.
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The first project which commanded his attention, beginning

around 1890, was to convince photographers, artists, museum directors,
and the public that the photographic image was

a

valid means of

artistic expression, an equal of painting, drawing, and other fine
arts.

At the time, the established art world represented by the

still young museums in this country found Stieglitz's assertion both

unreasonable and tasteless.
a

Stieglitz and his followers argued for

redefinition of American photography to include its artistic

potential.

They referred to this effort as "the cause."

the campaign to demonstrate that photography was

a

For Stieglitz,

fine art culminated

in the formation of a separatist group of pictorial photographers,

called "The Photo-Secession" and the publication of Camera Work in
1902.

Three years later he and his friend Edward Steichen instituted

"The Little Galleries" at 291 Fifth Avenue which allowed Stieglitz
to select what he felt was the finest American and European work in

photography and offer it to the public as

a

standard for excellence

in the medium.
In 1908 this first "cause" expanded to include

a

to the established art world and popular sensibility.

time the Little Galleries became known simply as "291."
change, although unplanned, coincided with

purpose.

a

second challenge

During that
The name

decisive shift in

Stieglitz began to display the work of artists other than

photographers, beginning with
step evolved into

a

a

series of drawings by Rodin.

This

high-spirited attack on late 19th-century academic

painting by promoting the work of the then unknown revolutionary
French artists.

but
Stieglitz meant to expose all that was moribund
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established in artistic expresssion, and in contrast, to celebrate
all that was, in his words, "vital," "fresh," "alive."

Like

a

slightly naughty circus promoter, Stieglitz transported the work of
the "wild beasts" and other dissident young artists to New York and
let them loose knowing that they would forever upset the calm and

balance of academic art circles and popular taste.
At the core of these two broad efforts was his insistence

that Americans develop

a

more assertive, self-confident, and sophisti-

cated cultural identity:

that American artists did not have to defer

to Europeans, but they did not have to be sheltered or defensive

either.

Camera Work and "291" were meant to teach the public about

art, but perhaps more importantly from Stieglitz'

s

point of view,

they were meant to educate American artists.

Stieglitz worked on many fronts to promote his ideals for the

production and distribution of works of art.

The momentum for this

concern came from many sources but one was central:

it was his

fundamental reverence for works of art as messengers of the spirit.
He believed that art existed, like the sacred functions of religion,
to draw attention away from the material world, and release the

consciousness of all people to contemplate and find joy in products
of the human imagination.

Because Stieglitz revered the power which

of
art has for human consciousness, he consequently honored the role

the artist in society.

He defined the monetary value of art as

means to allow the artist to work, not as

a

a

means of supporting art

purchasers.
dealers, or worse, for elevating the social status of

Stieglitz'

s

insistence that the work of art was not

a

commodity
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stood out in relief at the turn of the century when many wealthy

American collectors were colonizing European art for their own
aggrandizement.

The possession of important oil paintings functioned

as proof of mental and social refinement for the growing ranks of

the American nouveau riche.

Stieglitz hated the forms of power

which money and prestige wielded within the established art world
and countered it when he could.

price of

a

For example, he often raised the

painting when he felt that

buying it without real feeling.

a

wealthy individual was

Conversely, he would lower the

price for people who had less income and who clearly wanted to own
the work because of

a

genuine attachment to it.

Programs such as Stieglitz'

which were intended to change

s,

existing values and attitudes, are by nature controversial.
surprisingly, Stieglitz had

a

Not

combatant and iconoclastic temperament.

The attitude which characterized his public posture during the "291"
days and those leading up to them was his bold support of experimenta-

tion and originality in artistic expression.

Ironically, this revolutionary spirit resided in

a

man who

from our present perspective also retained deep feelings of identifica-

tion with old world values, especially an affirmation of the spiritual

connection between land and worker, and an almost nostalgic definition
of the integrity of work drawn from

pre-industrial era.

It seems

world view held the values of the 19th and 20th

that Stieglitz'

s

centuries in

unique equipoise.

a

a

seems to have given Stieglitz

a

His driving romantic idealism

certainty about his values and

.
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mission; his identification with the new modernist codes
gave his

thinking

a

buoyant, forward momentum.

Stieglitz

s

mature years bridged the late Victorian era and

the following epoch which signaled

economic, and cultural norms.

a

dramatic change in social,

His personal life vividly reflected

these dynamic transitions in values; the more awesome fact is that
he was largely responsible for introducing these changes, as they

became manifested in new European art movements to an American
public
Stieglitz 's enthusiasm for the modern movement in art during
the early years of the 20th century placed him in

a

distinct minority.

The total number of men and women involved in the new trends in

Europe and the United States probably did not number over
even by 1910.^

The majority of Stieglitz'

s

a

thousand

American contemporaries

were securely attached to the cohesive manners and morals which had

been in place for decades.
Even though technological and economic patterns had altered
during the years leading up to the 20th century,
in taste and outlook still held on.

a

certain uniformity

Fashion, interior decoration,

and other facets of material culture, which we can now study through

photographic records seem to reflect this homogeneity within the
middle class especially.

Skirts remained long, bodies and objects

were usually discreetly covered up.

Open spaces were draped with

thick velvet, furniture was heavy, intractable.

All of this uniform

anchoring of things, spaces, and people seem now to suggest
invisible anchoring of minds along similar planes;

a

more

there was an
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agreed upon way of looking at things,
expectations, and perception.

a

certain conformity in taste,

The paintings which crowded together

on the walls of salons and prosperous homes had mirrored and reinforced
a

cohesive world view.

The photograph too had helped to assure

people that the physical world looked

a

certain way.

Along with

academic painting, the photograph's frame sectioned off and flattened
events and landscapes into an easily grasped vantage point, with

descriptive clarity.

At that point in its history, the camera did

not lie, or if it did, as in the case of Gustave Reijlander's composite
images, it fibbed in the service of morality.

Allegorical subjects

paid lip service to conventional theology and homily.
The mainstream taste in popular art in the late 19th century
was to be found in the bourgeois art of the salon in France, the

Royal Academy in England, and the National Academy of Design in the

United States.

In general, official art was "a school of illusionism"

which followed the rules of pictorial representation which had been
generally accepted for four centuries.

The canvases which so faithfully

copied nature satisfied the public's predilection for

a

reassuring,

easily understood, and idealized image.
The evolution of the various art movements or individual
of the
artists which opposed the status quo during the last quarter

study, and has
19th century is, of course, beyond the scope of this

been examined by many art historians.

The main point here is that

unhealthy cultural
Stieglitz was among those who recognized that an

disparity existed.

industrialThe conditions of societies which were

philosophically and intellectually.
izing, urbanizing, and fragmenting

were not being acknowledged.

Stieglitz understood that

a

revolution

in human consciousness was in progress, and that it was being
led by

artists.

Cezanne's experiments with direct perception, the symbolic

conceptions of Gauguin, the expressionistic canvases of Van Gogh,
and the altogether unique departures of Matisse and Picasso resulted
in this:

the safe, conventional view of

had been called into question.

a

common perceptual reality

The idea of the individual artist as

inventor of new, highly personal and idiosyncratic rules of observation,
depiction, and communication had been posited in its place.

New

forms and new meaning were being created.

Compared to what had gone before, it was as though someone had
turned off the light switch in

a

cluttered yet comfortable room.

Inhabitants floundered in the chaos, and finally giving up ever

restoring their peaceful setting, they unwillingly began moving into
the twentieth century, displaying

entirely been dissipated.

a

mood which to an extent has not

Americans making this transition into

a

modern world were disgruntled, nostalgic for the old forms, and
disoriented.

But some, who had always found the ornamented room too

confining and static, had voluntarily fled earlier, and were on the
other side of the threshold, waiting.

Perhaps it was they who had

initially tripped the switch and caused the blackout in the first
In any event, Alfred Stieglitz was one of them.

place.

Stieglitz'

s

conversion to the modern movement in visual art

(which was largely indebted to his friendship with Paris-based

Edward Steichen) was accompanied by
others.

He wanted to create

a

a

missionary's zeal for convincing

new audience for this new art.

The
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radicalism of the painters expressed an attitude which Stieglitz
intuitively welcomed.

The new art signified more than

from the canons of academic painting.

release

a

It signaled the opportunity

for individuals to assume more responsibility for their ideas and

values--to make autonomous decisions based on their own preferences
and desires.

By helping his contemporaries to apprehend this new

art, and perhaps be stimulated or moved by it, he was in effect

inviting viewers to think more independently.

He hoped they would

in turn question the pervasive spirit of conformity which he saw as

characteristic of American society.
Stieglitz viewed the dialectic between old and new, in his
words, "the fight between individuality and established custom" as

natural and healthy social process.

Speaking in

a

a

newspaper interview

in 1912, he described "291" as an idea founded on revolt against all

authority in art, "in fact against all authority in everything, for
art is only the expression of life."

He continued.

Some people accuse us of demolishing old theories only to
build up new theories of our own. They misunderstand us. We
This work
insist on remaining relaxed and not theorizing.
whole
the
pervades
is a reflection of the social unrest that
"Because
shibboleth,
People are getting tired of the
country.
this always has been it always should be." There is nothing so
wrong as accepting a thing merely because men who have done
things say it should be so.^
.

.

.

•

For Stieglitz, the transition from being the spokesperson for

artistic photographers to the broader responsibility of being the

spokesperson for avant-garde painters was an inevitable progression.
artists
He argued that photographers who were serious about being
mediums.
would benefit from the stimulation of workers in other

And
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that in terms of educating the public's taste and appreciation of
art, the two concerns were entirely compatible.'*

an associate in

letter dated in December of 1912,

before the people at large, and for that matter the
artists themselves, understand what photography really means,
as I understand that term, it is essential for them to be
taught the real meaning of art
(Emphasis added.]
That is
what I am attempting to do, not only at "291" but through
Camera Work and this work I am trying to do in such a conclusive manner that it will have been done for all time.^
.

.

a

As he explained to

.

.

.

This "work" was to place Stieglitz in the center of controversies

well beyond 1917 when "291" closed it doors, and the last issue of
To try to teach Americans the "real

Camera Work had been printed.

meaning of art," as he understood it, would turn out to be an allencompassing, passionate, but finally frustrating enterprise for
Stieglitz.

His attempts to teach other artists were in many ways

more successful and rewarding.

In any event, both groups comprised

his audience.

The Audience

By the time Stieglitz was directing "291" he was clearly

working on two fronts.

He was instrumental in the ongoing production

chosen to
of photographs and painting by the individuals he had
at the
sponsor (through encouragement as well as financially) and

the work which
same time was responsible for the distribution of

meant mediating between the artists and the public.

In other words,

American art, and into
he wanted to introduce a "new spirit" into

American audiences as well,

a

spirit which in his words fought all

that was "commercial" and "academic."

,
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Although he wanted to alter the skeptical responses to the new
art and radical artists, Stieglitz could not simply appeal to the

public through

a

mass-audience campaign such as Jacob Riis's.

Stieglitz constructed

a

context for the dissemination of his ideas

which was far more complex.

By helping artists to create new work,

and by helping people to see, appreciate and enjoy the work,

Stieglitz was at the center of

a

communication process which included

himself, artists, and unknown numbers of his contemporaries.

Those

people who were closest to the development of material culture--artists
critics, curators, and directors of material galleries were inevitably

affected by what Stieglitz did and said, as were the individuals who
learned about art movements, visual imagery, creativity, and themselves
from visits to "291" and the pages of Camera Work

created

a

.

Stieglitz both

climate in which American art could progress and simultaneous-

ly communicated its meaning to the public.

Unlike Riis, Steiglitz's

conception of an audience was paradoxical.
One one hand the American people and their dominant traits

caused

a

pessimistic feeling which eventually bordered on cynicism.

Part of Stieglitz'

s

early skepticism came from his ill-fated experience

in business after his return from Germany.

about Stieglitz'

partner in

a

s

His father, anxious

future in New York, helped to establish him as

photoengraving firm.

a

At 26 years old, Stieglitz,

high-minded and scrupulously ethical, was tossed into

a

business

and moral codes deworld dominated by competitiveness, aggression,

rived from Social Darwinism.

Five years later, when he bade his

observations on the general
partners farewell, he had many acrimonious
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tone of the values expressed in American society:

"To do business

in this country it seems necessary to have

a

policeman on one side

lawyer on the other, and even though

I

respect each

and

a

I

prefer

other company."®
As time went on in the 1890'

s

and 1900'

s

Stieglitz maintained

his feeling that Americans collectively demonstrated

a

thin hold on

honor, were especially vulnerable to mass-marketing of commodities,
had

a

tendency to popularize the creation of art in the name of

democracy and in doing so, lower standards for excellence and did
not recognize or value fine craftsmanship in either art or commer-

But most distressing of all to him was the

cially produced objects.

observation that as

a

society, Americans were ignorant of the

spiritual value of art, the seriousness of its communicative power,
the importance of the pleasure and dignity which it brought to daily

living.

This attitude is evident in Stieglitz'

s

correspondence

during that period and in his conversations with Dorothy Norman and
others in later years.
Stieglitz'

s

critique of American values was the driving force

instituin his efforts to influence both the public and the cultural

tions mandated to serve it.

It was a posture that vacillated between

and an acerbic
love and rage--an affirmation of America's promise

reaction to what he saw going on instead.

He wrote to

a

friend in

has really been devoted to
1914, "My whole life in this country

undermining the American
fighting the terrible poison which has been
nation.

As an American

I

resented the hypocrisy, the shortsightedness.
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the lack of construction, the actual stupidity in control
every-

where."^
Given this enduring sense of pessimism about Americans, why
then did Stieglitz continue to try to change them?
reasons.

There are two

The first was that although he was perturbed by Americans

envisioned as

a

faceless, generalized group, he had

respect for individuals.

a

resilient

The public continued to disappoint him

throughout his lifetime, but individual men and women who were
"alive" did not.

In practice Stieglitz must have assumed that the

public was, after all, comprised of educable people who could have
experiences which informed and transformed their values, beliefs,
thoughts, perceptions of self, and sensitivity toward others.

It is

apparent that without this faith in the capacity of individuals to
change and grow he would not have made the intentional and sustained

attempts which "291" and Camera Work signified.
As an environment for learning, "291" was designed to ac-

commodate individuals:
one at

a

time.

Stieglitz conceived of educating the public

A basic principle was that people would come into

his space when they were ready (in varying degrees) to assimilate

something new or difficult.
curious.

interest.

That meant that at least they were

From there, Stieglitz would ascertain the level of their
If it seemed genuine, he would be available,

to teach them.

in person,

Camera Work was an extension of this attitude.

In April of 1908 Agnes Ernst,

part of Stieglitz'

s

a

journalist who later became

circle, visited ”291" and reported in IT^

Evening Sun on Stieglitz

's

particular way of interacting with the

:
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public.

When asked

a

typical question, such as, "What is the Photo-

Secession?", he would carefully get

a

sense of the questioner's

sincerity

... if the face is one of those which Mr. Stieglitz calls
dead, the reply comes in sad tones:
"If you do not know I cannot tell you, because you
would not understand."
If on the other hand, there is as much as a spark of
sympathy in the attitude of the listener a perfect avalanche
of words may come to overwhelm him, to carry him away from
the world of debit and credit to realms where only the
beautiful is real.
.

.

.

Ernst then turns to Stieglitz who explains what the gallery is for,
and what he is trying to do:

My own experience has taught me that people can be educated up to an appreciation of art. When I was a boy of 19
I openly declared that Rembrandt was rot.
At this time I was
living in Berlin with a sculptor who was a very wise person.
Instead of arguing with me he sent me every day to look at the
statues and the old Madonnas, and gradually things began to
happen to me.
That's the best you can do for a person, to keep putting
things in front of him, and that's why we have such faith in
People come in here, some of
these little galleries of ours.
them week after week, and the exhibits which they see cannot
help having some effect.
Even the
It's like a process of sticking pins into them.
eventually.®
least sensitive must feel it

Besides wanting to influence the public, and other artists,

Stieglitz also had another motivation which drove his many projects.

Although he was clearly working for his contemporaries, Stieglitz
was primarily working for himself.
and artists he was compelled by

a

Like many other great teachers

prodigious curiosity and ever-

expanding impulse to deepen his own experience and knowledge.
saga of Stieglitz'

s

The

efforts to affect others begins and ends with

his sophisticated and bold manner of self-education.

It is of

.
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primary importance in understanding who he was and what he was
doing
The sources were myriad:

a

family life steeped in conversa-

tion about art, philosophy and culture; formal education which he

bent into personal shape; travel; attention to artistic and literary
traditions and movements.

By his maturity, Stieglitz had created an

environment in which he could always challenge himself to reach
beyond his perceptions, to take giant steps into unknown territory-daring steps which were based on sound instinct and sometimes not

much more.,
It is often noted,

for example, that his initial interest in

the modern French painters was sparked because they were revolutionary,

and not necessarily because he initially understood what they were
Yet, his impulsive receptivity toward their unorthodox

doing.

messages soon expanded into

a

sustained program for his own elucidation.

The "291" exhibits played a large part.

As Georgia O'Keeffe once

pointed out, "Living with exhibitions, watching the public, Stieglitz
learned.

He always learned that way.

That may have been the reason

he kept on having exhibitions for so many years

.

Maybe he had the

habit and couldn't stop."^
"291" (and later other galleries) served as an ongoing setting
for

a

symposium on contemporary art where Stieglitz got to be both

lecturer and audience, teacher and student.

His desire to share

what he was discovering was at the heart of his energy and selfconfidence as

a

teacher.

Through his gallery and quarterly he was

conduit in the truest sense of the word:

a

channel for conveying

a
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something between two points.

His insight was the link between the

imagination of artists and the imagination of their contemporaries.
Because of his belief in the value of artistic experimentation

Stieglitz never questioned the validity of his choices of exhibitions
or pieces for Camera Work

.

However, visitors and subscribers often

were not ready for the points he was attempting to make.

As Dorothy

Norman recounts, photographers began to cancel their subscriptions
to Camera Work after Stieglitz launched into more and more material

on modern art.

"One incensed colleague wrote to Stieglitz that he

could not leave the magazine around the house for fear his young

daughter might be shocked.

Stieglitz, finding such parochial behavior

incomprehensible, continued to print and exhibit whatever interested
him, regardless of others'

disapproval.

...

As in the past, he

attempted to prove, demonstrate, test something of importance to

himself and so, he felt, inevitably to the people at large.
Stieglitz'

s

sense of an audience, therefore, was based on

series of concentric circles with himself as the center.
and like-minded appreciators of art were next.
rings outward there was the public.

a

Artists

And in ever-widening

A tension would always exist

for Stieglitz between his idea of the public as incorrigible and

his idea of individuals as educable.

His profound love of art, and

weighted
his sense of responsibility to instill this love in others
the balance on the side of his efforts to provide
this learning might take place.

a

context where

.

The Strategy:

"A New Vision Supplanting the Dead"

By 1905, only fifteen years after ‘his return to America,

Stieglitz had created

a

three-part strategy for promoting his ideas

about photography and art:

there was

a

group of like-minded artists,

called the Photo-Secession, which he led; there was
quarterly, called Camera Work
there was

a

a

small-circulation

which he published; and finally,

,

gallery in the attic of 291 Fifth Avenue which he directed.

Unlike Jacob Riis, who so productively used the established channels
of communication for dialogue with the public, Stiglitz had been

faced with the problem of building his own platform from which to

speak
There is no indication that this autonomous three-part matrix
of

a

publication,

evolved through

a

a

group of artists to lead, and

conscious plan on his part.

a

gallery had

However, his actions

from the mid-l890's on had clearly made this sort of independent

structure for his public work inevitable.

The experience which he

had up to the point of starting his own magazine and gallery had

made him realize the utter necessity of having

a

self-created and

self-determined context for promoting his "cause.”
previous activities had been

a

Stieglitz

s

progression of moving from one setting

would support
to another, hoping to locate a stable platform which
his campaign for artistic photography.

over the early part of his career is

a

The list of sites he chose

chronicle of awkward endings.

own unique priorities
It became evident that he could not graft his
ends.
onto groups which were organized to serve other

He realized
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that he would have to create his own physical setting, funding,
and

network for reaching out.

Only then could he freely develop his

original and potent vision for American culture on his own terms.

Because he did not see himself engaged head-on with the public
as did Riis, Stieglitz's role as an educator was shaped quite differ-

ently.

His message, which ran counter to popular beliefs, was

unlikely to mesh with the formal or informal educative channels
within the society which had been founded upon more conservative
ideologies and characteristically maintained the status quo.
finally, Stieglitz as

a

And

personality was too uncompromising to

relinquish any of his personal power or ideals in settings which he
did not implicitly respect, or which he could not dominate.

For example, academic institutions and museums were completely
out of the question as settings with which he might affiliate even

though he was

a

German-trained intellectual.

He was simply too much

the maverick with instincts that fought the traditionalist tone of

late 19th-century institutions.

Stieglitz's descriptions of his own

undergraduate education underscore his need for total intellectual
freedom and the autonomy to pursue his interests intuitively.

Although

Steiglitz was to become known by many of his contemporaries as

a

great teacher, academic settings of that era could never have afforded
him the flexibility to share his specific message in the way that

dialogue in his gallery or his fifty issues of Camera Work did.
If universities would have been too rigid and conservative,

have
museums at that point in their development in America would

been even less tenable.

Stieglitz was consistently proposing ideas
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that were incomprehensible to their directors.

When General de

Cesnola, director of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, told Stieglitz
in 1902 that he was a "fanatic" for suggesting that photography was
a

fine art, Cesnola was voicing an attitude toward Stieglitz that

other museum directors would have shared at that point.

Stieglitz

always believed that he knew far more about contemporary art than

museum administrators, and that part of his work was intended to
challenge and educate them.

Although these two settings were never options for Stieglitz,
there was, however,

a

more appropriate sphere which initially seemed

like the obvious area for him to work within:

the organizations

which comprised amateur photography in the United States.

However,

it became evident that even within this context, Stieglitz could not

affiliate himself with

a

group unless they supported his own ideology.

He would either have to transform amateur photographers or leave

their ranks.

It worked out to be the latter.

Weston Naef and other historians of photography have documented
the tumultuous and slightly Byzantine history of Alfred Stieglitz

and the amateur photography movement ranging from about 1893-1908.

Although the politics of Stieglitz'

s

engagement with the organized

amateur photographers in America during this time is not the focus
of my study, there are several aspects of this phase of his career

which demonstrate his contributions and explain why he eventually
needed to create an alternative base of operations.

following is

a

Therefore, the

publicabrief description of events leading up to the

tion of Camera Work in the late winter of 1902.
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Stieglitz joined the Society of Amateur Photographers in New

York City during the 1892-1893 season.

He had also begun to contribute

s^^bicles to a variety of publications,

and Photograms of the Year

Amateur Photographer

,

.

such as Photographic Mosaics

In 1893 he became editor of the American

post which he assumed would allow him to

a

influence his fellow photographers according to his own concept of
the medium.

As editor he argued for the establishment of photographic

salons based on the selective European models, and more importantly,

urged American amateurs to explore the expressive possibilities of
the medium rather than relying on conventional rules of composition

During his tenure as editor Stieglitz

and limited subject matter.

became known for demanding excellence and originality and for harshly
criticizing mediocrity and the cliche.
After three years, however, the editorship became untenable.
Clashes had occurred between Stieglitz and the magazine's owner over
his rigorous standards for accepting amateur work and his exuberantly

tactless comments ("technically perfect, pictorially rotten") on

work he disliked.

Stieglitz realized that he would have to compromise

his standards or else leave, and resigned in 1896.

Next, Stieglitz was asked to help consolidate New York City's
two camera societies, which he did.

He became vice-president of the

newly formed Camera Club and the editor of the journal which he
proposed. Camera Notes

.

Initially, Stieglitz was extremely optimistic

about his new role as an officer and editor.

publish

a

and he had

magazine, he had
a

a

He had

a

mandate to

gallery space within the club to utilize,

group of colleagues--or so it all seemed

"I had a mad
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idea that the club could become the world center of photography and

eventually create

a

museum.

If only others had felt as

wonders could have been accomplished."^^
clear that

a

I

did,

However, by 1902 it was

significant number of club members did not share his

dreams or priorities.

He was virtually forced to resign the editor-

ship of Camera Notes that year and was acrimoniously thrown out of
the club itself six years later.

Stieglitz had done several things to alienate most of the
club's members.

First of all, he ignored the club's social function

and upset its recreational tone.

But more importantly he had used

the gallery space, and the pages of Camera Notes to promote

photographers who were not typical of the club's membership.
Stieglitz was clearly addressing the "serious workers" regardless of
their club affiliations.

He simply wanted to show and support the

best work he could find, and use it as an example for all amateur

photographers to follow.

Therefore, between 1899-1902 Stieglitz had

used the club's resources to highlight the work of Gertrude Kasebier,

Edward Steichen, Joseph Keiley, Clarence White, and Frank Eugene,
all of whom had much more in common with each other than any typical

member of the club itself.

(White and Eugene were not even club

members, and the others had been brought in by Stieglitz.)

Most had

studied painting and considered themselves to be artists developing

their own particular aesthetic sensibility.

They were self-confident

and dedicated to advancing the status of their craft.

which this new
It was probably the sense of artistic freedom
finally made
generation expressed and the resulting jealousies which

"
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Stieglitz

s

promotion of them through the club intolerable to the

majority of his colleagues.

Much of the antagonism ensued because

he was arguing for something that was unconventional and daring.

he later explained it, "I was ever really fighting for
in life that went much deeper than just

a

a

As

new spirit

fight for photography.

Steichen's work, and that of Clarence White, Keiley and Kasebier,
was so 'new' as photography that their work was looked upon in the

conservative ranks that were in control of the world, as preposterous,
as so much insolence."

Stieglitz continued, "It was the old story

of a new vision supplanting the dead, or supplanting the lack of all

vision

.

Stieglitz'

s

association with these exciting, devoted artists

was the turning point in his evolution toward establishing

identified context through which to work.
initiative they acquired

a

a

self-

Eventually, through his

cohesive and dynamic identity as the "Photo-

Secession" and collectively rallied around the common purpose of

proving that the photographic print was, potentially, an object of
art.

Stieglitz purposely gave this radical name to the handful of

photographers whom he admired before they thought of themselves as
cohesive group at all.

a

After mounting an exhibition of their work in

the newly formed National Arts Club in New York City in February of
of American
1902, he impulsively gave it the title "An Exhibition

Photography Arranged by the Photo-Secession."

Underlying the name

and challenge
choice was his tendency to assimilate European currents

American provincialism.

He had seen the Munich Secession, an

s
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exhibition which combined photographs, prints, and paintings in 1898.
Most important was his identification with

a

sense of modernism

— the

realization that what seemed to be happening within the ranks of
artists internationally was

a

tension between old and new which was

leading to fragmentation and the formation of avant-garde groups in

reaction to conservative ones.

Stieglitz delighted in being part of

this iconoclastic wave; he clearly enjoyed the rabble-rousing.

The Photo-Secession was

a

tactic for breaking away from the

complacent and often defensive camera clubs.

Secession represented Stieglitz'

s

In essence, the

own disaffection from the world of

photography dominated by the politics, factions, and limitations of
the local photographic organizations,

a

world which he had been

quite successful in affecting even on his own terms.

editor of The Photographic Times

,

Although the

Juan Abel, shared many of Stieglitz'

values and also promoted artistic photography, as did F. Holland
Day, Stieglitz maintained the most visible, diffused, and effective

position.
Yet, by 1902 Stieglitz had to break away from the context

defined by the clubs.

In his own words, in naming the Photo-Secession

there was "placed on record the protest and antagonism of its founders
to the existing spirit and standards that governed the large photo-

graphic organizations of America in matters pertaining to pictorial
photography."^"*

With his own group of secessionists, Stieglitz essentially
the camera
removed American photography as an art from the sphere of

and public
clubs and placed it in the more neutral, independent

I

no

territory.

With the group's success, his vision of high quality,

sophisticated work by Americans was becoming

a

reality, as was

international recognition for American photography.
1902

a

For example, in

group of sixty prints which Stieglitz arranged for Turin's

Esposizione Internazionale di Arte Decorative Moderna (all by PhotoSecession members) won the King's Prize.

In appreciation, Stieglitz

wrote to one of the directors of the exhibition that "after an

eighteen-year struggle

I

am glad to have accomplished my life's

dream, to see American photography--sneered at not more than six

years ago--now leading all the world.
The creation of the Photo-Secession had given Stieglitz important

personal freedom and began his identification with the broader issue
of art in America.

He had refused to continue addressing the dis-

harmonious subculture of amateurs; he was now representing

a

psychol-

ogically unified group of American photographers who approached
their image-making as artists.

They had responded to his message

and reinforced it through the originality, discipline and precision
of their work.

Camera Work

By the time Stieglitz had named the Photo-Secession in 1902 he
had

a

strong following among independent-minded artistic photographers.

After he was forced out of Camera Notes
his own publication.
is a slender,

,

they urged him to create

In the Stieglitz Archives in New Haven there

green autograph book which testifies to some of the

camera-workers.
support he was receiving then from appreciative

Its

s

Ill

yellowed pages are taken up with dozens of signatures, gathered from
places as diverse as New York, Philadelphia, Alabama, Ohio, New
Jersey, and Denver.

The carefully handwritten message stated that

Camera Notes had been an "inspiration and guide," and urged

Stieglitz to continue, "through the medium of

independent publication.

a

new and entirely

.’’i®
.

.

In December of 1902 the first edition of Camera Work appeared.

Stieglitz 's new quarterly not only answered these requests for
continued leadership in artistic photography--it surpassed everyone's expectations.
a

Camera Work was an extremely beautiful object--

masterful fusion of idea and form.

Compared to the newsy, cluttered

pages of other photographic journals. Camera Work looked expansive,
clean, luxurious.

Edward Steichen had designed the cover and marque

in a simple but commanding art nouveau style.

Each detail of printing,

graphic design, selection of paper, and materials all demonstrated
and implicitly taught an attention to quality.

The paper, heavy and

textured, allowed ample borders for large dark typeface.

The standards

for reproductions of photographs were unparalleled; Stieglitz'

knowledge of photoengraving resulted in Camera Work

'

s

consistently

containing hand-tipped gravure images, as well as additional plates.
Taken together the materials, design and reproductions commanded
respectful handling.

Its physical qualities and format insisted

hesitation
that the reader turn each page slowly, allowing time for
and opportunity for thought.
was addressing
The community of photographers which Stieglitz

authority of this
and representing was thrilled by the quality and
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new journal.

Many wrote him letters of congratulations which were

preserved in one of his scrapbooks.
in a note from Oakland,

cover.
.

.

.

.

.

.

Photographer Annie Brigman said

it is Dignity and Beauty cover to

Will Cadby wrote, "I have quite lost my head over this book

What

a

bound you've made since you have freed yourself from

all restraint!"

The editor of Photographic Art Journal called it

"sumptuous, glorious."

And Stanford White asked to become

subscriber of Camera Work

"...

the first number of which

a

I

have

seen and greatly admire.

Not all of the messages were from the upper echelon of photo-

graphic circles or society.

One such letter was from an employee of

the Eastman Kodak Company of Rochester, New York.

Stieglitz had long

viewed Kodak as an enemy since the advent of its push-button camera
in the late 1880' s.

He intensely disliked the mass-marketing

strategies, the ubiquity of the toy-like cameras and their seemingly

undiscerning users which he called the "button-pushers." Stieglitz
clearly had no great love for the vernacular uses of photography,
nor for the company that promoted them.

Yet, this letter must have

given Stieglitz some satisfaction since it suggests that his message

about craftsmanship and quality production which Camera Work symbolized was penetrating even into enemy lines.

hardly know how to express to you my appreciation of "Camera
Work." As a stimulus to those who aspire to pictorial photography, its influence can hardly be overestimated, and as a
piece of book-making it is superb. Such harmony and elegance
are certainly an inspiration to all who have anything to do
with the making of books, and, while I can never hope to approach what you have accomplished, "Camera Work" will certainly
spur me to greater efforts in the production of publications
for which I am responsible.
I

.

.
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In the first issue of Camera Work Stieglitz stated that the

journal was intended for the "more advanced photographer" but that
it also hoped to "make converts" of those who were ignorant of the

medium's possibilities.
clearly reaching out to

Before long, however, Camera Work was
a

more eclectic literary and artistic commun-

ity for both contributors and subscribers.

Although its tone was

often ponderous (thankfully punctuated with occasional self-mockery)
Camera Work was created in the spirit of experimentation.

The fifty

issues which were produced between 1902-1917 show the evolution of

Stieglitz's, and his associates', ideas about art, and demonstrate
the major themes he felt were worth close attention.

This study cannot possibly examine these fifty issues and

their literary and visual content.

Stieglitz covered

a

vast territory

of ideas in the fifteen years of Camera Work 's existence.

Introduction to Camera Work:

In his

A Critical Anthology (1973) photo-

historian Jonathan Green offers an outline of the evolution of the
journal which is helpful here in at least suggesting the pattern of
its growth.

Green divides Camera Work 's history into four parts:

Between 1903-1907 it was characterized by extensive discussions of
photographers, their work and exhibitions, and essays on the relationThe next three years

ship between photography and the other arts.

were

a

period of "expansion" during which Camera Work 's initial

activities
concerns were continued, and new ones added, notably the
at 291 Fifth Avenue.

Critical attacks on "291"

reprinted verbatim from the New York press;

a

's

exhibitions were

wide range of scientific,

around the
philosophical, and ideological concerns were focused
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theory and practice of painting and photography.

There was also

a

growing questioning of American puritanism and its inhibiting effects
on American artistic expression.

one of "exploration."

The period between 1910-1915 was

In 1910 Camera Work ended its policy of

reproducing only photographs and initiated
into all of the arts.

For example, in 1911

full-fledged inquiry

a

a

double issue was

devoted to reproductions of the work of Rodin, Cezanne and Picasso.

During this period Camera Work and the activity of "291" were joined
helix-like.

Controversies about avant-garde art were introduced in

Stieglitz's gallery and continued on the pages of his quarterly.

It

was during this period that Stieglitz published Gertrude Stein's

revolutionay essays on Matisse and Picasso in

a

special issue in

1912, thereby introducing her to an American audience.

period between 1915-1917 was one of "summation."

Finally, the

Following the

course of "291" 1917 was the last year of the gallery's existence,
and the ending of Camera Work as well.
The cumulative effect of Stieglitz's dedication to the avant-

garde resulted in the disaffection of his original supporters--the

photographers.

They had gradually cancelled their subscriptions and

by 1917 the rising cost of publication, the lack of subscribers, and
the coming war signaled the quarterly's concluding issues.

The last

two were devoted to the photographs of Paul Strand, the first

photographer in many years whose work Stieglitz ardently admired.
Camera Work was animated by, and reflected, Stieglitz's own
publicacreative spirit and curiosity during the fifteen years of its
tion.

limited
It ranged from the Photo-Secession and the fairly
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concerns of

a

handful of artistic photographers, through the inter-

national controversies stirred by avant-garde painters and writers,
and finally represented an effort to hot only investigated but

celebrate the coming of modern art and literature.

291 Fifth Avenue:

"An Experimental Station"

On the evening of November 24, 1905, with very little advanced

publicity, Stieglitz and his close associate Edward Steichen opened
"The Little Galleries of the Photo-Secession" at 291 Fifth Avenue.

The creation of this gallery was largely due to Stieglitz'

s

annoyance

that there were no exhibitions spaces in New York that upheld high

standards for showing photographs, and Steichen'

older colleague should establish one.

belief that his

s

From the beginning both men

agreed that the space would eventually become

site for showing not

a

only photographs, but other visual arts as well.
With this opening and group show of members of the PhotoSecession, Stieglitz completed the essential structure for his

efforts to influence the direction of American culture and the

intellectual life of his contemporaries.
at-tic

The creation of this small

gallery was an extremely significant occasion for him.

effect, it was like adding the central panel to

comprised his mature career.

On one side was

a

a

In

triptych which

group of artists

on the other
whom he represented then, the Photo-Secession, and

already been in circulaside, his quarterly Camera Work which had
tion for nearly two years.

dominant
Now, joining both, and having the

brownstone on Fifth Avenue.
role was the physical space in the

On
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that opening night in 1905 the like-minded artists who were showing

their work were all photographers who shared Stieglitz's ideals for
the medium:

Gertrude Kasebier, Clarence White, Edward Steichen and

many others.

In a few years many of these figures in Stieglitz's

inner circle would begin to fade from his life, and the triptych

would gradually have
would show

a

a

different appearance.

Camera Work and "291"

growing concern for other art forms, especially painting.

The inner circle then would be comprised of John Marin, Arthur Dove,

Marsden Hartley, and eventually Georgia

O'

Keef fe--all painters.

From its inception, Stieglitz and Steichen envisioned the
space on Fifth Avenue as an art gallery and not strictly
gallery.

photographic

a

Stieglitz maintained the position that in order for photo-

graphers to continue to enlarge their aesthetic insights they would
have to be engaged with the work of other artists working in different
mediums.

He insisted on a dialogue between photographers and painters

which would stimulate and inform both.
The first year of the gallery's operation was devoted solely
to photographers.

Exhibitions of contemporary American work were comStieglitz

plemented with showing French, British and German groups.

also singled out the work of certain photographers from earlier

generations as examples of lastingly strong and beautiful images.
audiences
In general, these shows were meant to convey to American

provide
the expressive possibilities of the medium and concurrently

aspiring photographers with

a

sense of its tradition and

hand knowledge of its finest workers.

a

first-
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By the end of the first year, however, Stieglitz's relation-

ships with many of the photographers associated with him had become

increasingly tenuous.

"To my dismay, jealousies soon became rampant

among the photographers around me, and exact repetition of the

situation

I

had rebelled against at the Camera Club.

...

I

found

too that the very institutionalism, commercialism, and self-seeking
I

most opposed were actually favored by certain members.^®

Pamela Coleman Smith unexpectedly arrived with

a

When

portfolio of drawings

in 1906, Stieglitz was immediately receptive and promised her

which opened in January 1907.

a

show

It was followed by another year of

Then in January of 1908 Stieglitz showed

photographic exhibits.

a

set of controversial drawings by Auguste Rodin which Steichen had

sent from Paris.

From that point on the number of photographic

shows declined and after 1910 they were rare.

Stieglitz had become

more fascinated with the revolutionary work coming out of Europe.

Stieglitz's entry into this larger sphere of the visual arts

enriched and enlarged his sense of purpose.

Whereas others had

participated in the development of photography as

a

fine art, no one

for
in America would be fulfilling the unique role as spokesperson

the modern movement which Stieglitz wholeheartedly assumed.

would be maintaining

a

No one

public showroom for radical artists or taking

and concern
such pains to present their work with comparable respect

for their welfare.

Edward
During this period Stieglitz relied on Paris-based
Steichen'

s

painters, and
first-hand knowledge of European vanguard

currents.
his more advanced understanding of the new

Max Weber, an

s
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American painter also living in Paris, was another important influence.

Trips to Europe gave Stieglitz an opportunity to see work and

talk with the artists and the rare individuals collecting their
work.
for

a

For example, in 1909 Steichen took him to 27 rue de Fleures

memorable discussion with Leo Stein (Gertrude remained unchar-

acteristically silent in the background).

In 1911 he visited with

Picasso, Matisse, Rodin, Vollard and wrote enthusiastically later
that the sessions were "long and interesting."^^

Thanks to Steichen,

the financial backing of Paul Haviland and others, and Stieglitz'

own awesome momentum, by 1913 "291" had become

a

center for avant-

garde art unparalleled anyvhere else in the United States or Europe.

Dorothy Norman and others have documented the sequence and
significance of exhibitions in "291."

Stieglitz showed the work of

Matisse in April 1908 (and again in February)

,

Toulouse-Lautrec in

December 1909, Henri Rousseau in November 1910, Cezanne watercolors
in March, and Picasso drawings and watercolors in April 1911.

All

of these exhibitions marked the first comprehensive public showing
of these artists in the United States.

Naturally, their subject

matter (as in the case of Rodin-“too erotic) and their style (in
general, too abstract) caused

a

furor in the popular press, establish-

ed art circles, and among American artists as well.

with
In order to avert having the gallery become associated

sensationalism, and to further the understanding of masterfully
controversial exhibits
conceived works of art, Stieglitz balanced the

with more easily understood ones.

In 1909 there were caricatures by

Utamaro and other well-liked
Marius DeZayas; in 1910 Japanese prints by

.
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artists from the collection of F. W. Hunter were presented.

Later

that year Stieglitz included the lithographs of Renoir and Manet,

who were already appreciated, with'the more controversial work of

Cezanne and Toulouse-Lautrec.

Stieglitz also sought out the work of progressive American
painters.

In March 1909 he showed watercolors of John Marin for the

first time in America, and oils of Alfred Maurer (both men were

living in Paris then); in May of the same year he gave Marsden

Hartley his first showing.
others were introduced in

In 1910 Arthur Dove, Max Weber, and
a

group show of "Younger American Painters."

Also, in 1912 "291" exhibited drawings, watercolors, and pastels of

children, two to eleven years old.

It was the first exhibit of its

kind to be presented anywhere in the United States.

Stieglitz

delighted in the art work of children because their spontaneity,
freedom, expressiveness, and disregard for rules of composition had
a

central affinity with, in his words, "much of the spirit of so-called

Modern work."^^

Showing the work of children was to celebrate it,

and also to show American audiences that the modern spirit had more
to do with

a

simplicity and purity in vision, than the decadence and

corruption usually assigned to it by the critics in the popular
press
The actual physical space of this "storm center" of activity
was astonishingly small.

By 1908 (when the gallery had moved to the

its
adjoining building, 293 Fifth Avenue, but was referred to by

former address), there were only two rooms:

uring

a

compact 15 feet square and

a

the main gallery meas-

side gallery which was a narrow
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by 11 feet.^^

8

visitors at

a

A tiny elevator carried

a

maximum of three or four

time to the third floor, where the space was intimate

and active.

The many first-hand accounts of those who visited "291" demon-

strate that it was

a

very special environment.

Its ambience was

created mainly by Stieglitz who presided in the little rooms like an

attentive mother bird on her nest.

"291" clearly operated on his

principle that the act of seeing should lead to new thoughts, questions, expanded emotional experiences--all which could be nurtured

through
a

a

private, meditative approach to the work, but also through

more communal response based on dialogue.

was manifested in these two extremes;

solitary enjoyment, as well as

a

a

The purpose of "291"

space for contemplation and

space for discussion and argumenta-

tion. Topics ranged from the most intensely personal to metaphysical

ones.

Stieglitz was usually there, eminently available for talk.

Stieglitz had from the beginning assumed an informal teaching
role in the rooms on Fifth Avenue.

The first stage was in deciding

what to show the public, and the second was to be present and explain
the significance of each exhibition as he conceived it.

The following

photographer
is an excerpt from a letter Stieglitz wrote to the German

Heinrich Kuhn in 1906 after organizing
members of the Secession.

a

huge show of photographs by

It indicated his sense of responsibility,

for years.
and also the robust engagement which energized him

finish
Ceaseless activity from early until late in order to
with.
myself
even halfway, the work that I have burdened
effect of Camera
Last year's exhibitions together with the
an enormous
Work year after year, have greatly influenced
exhibition rooms every
number of people--and so I stay in the
.

.

•
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day from ten in the morning to six in the evening just to
receive the visitors.

Characteristically, Stieglitz viewed this head on interaction with
the public as
.

a

mixed blessing:

That is a horrid torment and task and yet it must be, since so
many really interesting people among the visitors require explanations--and then you should really hear how A. S. holds
forth not only on photography but on art and social conditions
in America.
It is surely not in vain--that I know and
feel.

.

.

As the years went on and paintings began to replace photo-

graphs on the gallery walls, Stieglitz was still there.

During the

controversial exhibitions of avant-garde art, his presence became

increasingly important, as he helped others formulate meaning from
what at first seemed so incomprehensible.

described the modernist period of "291":

As Georgia O'Keeffe later

"There wasn't anyplace in

New York where anything like this was shown at this time or for
several years after.

.

.

.

These exhibitions were shown to an

annoyed, scoffing, and sometimes angry public.

They helped the

young to find their way."^^
Many of these younger people who gravitated to "291" as an
alternative to the museums and conventional art galleries were, of
course, students and artists.

"291" became

a

haven for those who

repre
wanted to learn more about the radical art, and the ideas it

sented.

Remembering his first encounters with Stieglitz in

291

in

life in all these new
1909 Marsden Hartley later wrote, "There was

revolt, discovery,
things, there was excitement, there was healthy

and an utterly new world opened out of it all.

therefore, intense excitement of

a

.

.

•

There was,

visual character in this little
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room from day to day, and the world flocked in to see what it was
all about, to hear

possible explanation of it from someone, or to

a

be intellectually and emotionally dumbfounded."^®

Most of the people associated with Stieglitz in those days
have since underscored his unusual availability for talk, but also
the demands he made on his visitors.

For example, his secretary

Marie Rapp later emphasized that this demeanor all depended on the
person:
help.

"If they were young people, he would respond and try to
If they were older people who were staid and academicians,

and so on, he could really tear into them with

a

vengeance.

.

.

.

It was always two people who made the complete picture.

Much has been said and written about Stieglitz'
nature as the presiding spirit of "291."

s

volatile

Art historian William

Innis Homer offers an especially vivid description of what might be

called Stieglitz'

s

teaching style:

Vitality of thought and even argumentation intrigued
Stieglitz. ... He enjoyed serving as a midwife for ideas
in one-to-one relationships, probing, questioning, and challenging, using the Socratic method to draw out the thoughts of
Stieglitz sometimes
those who came into the gallery.
of his own experspeaking
discussions,
his
in
used parables
insights to the
his
apply
listeners
iences and letting his
that
spirtuality
the
of
problems of their own lives. Much
of
exposure
candid
others saw in Stieglitz stemmed from this
his inner mind.^®
.

.

.

It is apparent from Homer's analysis, and similar ones offered

only
by Norman, Bram Dijkstra, and others, that "291" sanctioned not
that each
the work which hung on the walls, but the internal work

individual did as

a

participant within that space.

There was no

took the tiny
telling in advance what was to happen as visitors
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elevator up to attic rooms

— the

outcomes could not be predicted.

It

was only after visitors saw the work, thought about it and talked

about it that new insights, enlivened interest, or

a

more definite

sense of personal values came into focus.

Although Stieglitz often emphasized his lack of "formulas" he
did nonetheless have

a

definite approach to conveying his ideas and

values about art through "291."

His primary assumption was that

people would find his gallery and exhibitions when they were ready
to do so, and therefore should never be recruited.

From the beginning

when it was the "Little Galleries of the Photo-Secession" Stieglitz
did not advertise or publicize.

As the years progressed and avant-

garde paintings began to replace the exhibitions of photographs,

Stieglitz maintained this principle.

He felt that his job was to

give the public direct access to the work which he was defending,

allow individuals to seek it out when they were ready, and to proIn an

vide an entirely respectful environment for displaying it.

newspaper interview in 1912, Stieglitz stressed the fact that in the
seven years of the gallery's existence, he had "never done

advertising."

a

bit of

And yet, he estimated that "291" had accommodated as

many as 150 visitors in

a

day, and that about 167,000 people had

visited in all since 1905.^®
Stieglitz often said that "291" was "nothing more than

a

upon as
laboratory, an experimental station, and must not be looked
an Art Gallery in the ordinary sense of that term."^^

attic gallery was run on

a

Since the

non-profit basis, and Stieglitz received

unique identity and purpose:
no commission on sales, it clearly had a

s
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it worked as an informal setting for exchanging ideas about art, and

celebrating its creation.

By 1911, "291" had become recognized by

the United States government as an "educational institution."^^

Paul Haviland, one of the gallery's major financial backers had

taken initiative (carried out by legal advisers) to apply for this
status.

It seems unlikely that Stieglitz would have sought such

a

definition for "291" since he would not have liked the overtones of

institutionalizing his activities.

Apparently, Haviland'

s

objective

was to exempt the gallery from the prohibitive duties which were

levied on incoming European works of art.

However, the educative

functions of "291" had apparently not been difficult to document in

order to win the government's support for the efforts toward public

education carried out by the gallery and its energetic director.

The Armory Show and Its Implications

Although the doors of "291" did not close until 1917, the same
year that the last number of Camera Work was issued, the spring of
1913 marked an important transition for the thrust of Stieglitz'

projects and his public persona.

Up until then, "291" had been an

outpost--the only public showroom for the advanced currents in
visual expression emanating from Europe, and the only public context
for progressive artists to study these developments in the United

States.

With the arrival of the Armory Show in February 1913,

pleasure,
Stieglitz no longer had the burden, and in many ways the
of being the only spokesperson for the avant-garde.

Members of the

Sculptors
newly formed Association of American Painters and

125

principally led by Walt Kuhn and Arthur
1,300 paintings and sculptures for

a

B,

Davies had amassed over

mammoth exhibition in the 69th

Infantry Regiment Armory in New York.

In a period of three months

(the show traveled to Chicago and Boston) thousands of Americans had

been suddenly presented with an overwhelmingly huge display of avantgarde art, and simultaneously found out that they hated it.
In contrast to the considered, patient, and highly controlled

approach to presenting the work which Stieglitz upheld through "291"
and Camera Work

,

the Armory Show was, as far as Stieglitz was concerned,

anti-educative in its "three-ring circus atmosphere," sensationalism,
sprawling scale which provided no personal guidance for visitors,
and the fact that it would not be followed up by subsequent shows.

The organizers of the Armory Show had earnest educational

intentions:

they had printed thousands of pamphlets to explain the

new art and artists, and prepared 57 different halftone postcards of
Yet, their efforts were lost on

works being displayed.

public and hostile critics.

Arthur

B.

a

confused

Davies had visited "291"

frequently in the years preceding the Armory Show and had learned
much from conversations with Stieglitz.
grasp some of Stieglitz'

s

But evidently he did not

fundamental tenets concerning the introduc-

tion of radical art, and the educational aims of the show suffered

accordingly.

As Barbara Rose argues, "America was not, as it had

vainly been hoped by some, immediately transformed into

a

nation of

art.
art lovers by virtue of its exposure to the greatest modern

On

Regiment
the contrary, the crowds that flocked to the 69th Infantry
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Armory were looking for shock and titillation more often than for
enlightenment and genuine aesthetic experience."^**
Meanwhile back at "291" Stieglitz had mounted
own photographs, and carried on as usual.

show of his

a

The Armory Show had

reinforced for him the essential validity of his approach, even if
it had at the same time dramatically altered his position as the key

spokesperson for modernism in America.

After the Armory Show, in spite of public disapprovals, the
investment market for contemporary art became stimulated.

As Homer

points out, galleries began to appear and several older ones changed
their emphasis in order to capitalize on the anticipated rise in

interest in modern art.

For this reason and others, after the

Armory Show, Stieglitz directed his activity more singularly toward
supporting the artists whose work he felt was of vital significance
toward the development of indigenous artistic expression in America;
his energy for outreach gradually waned.

During the next four years Stieglitz concurrently witnessed
the disaffection of many of the photographers he had been addressing

through Camera Work and hoping to stimulate thorugh the broader

perspectives which the journal offered.

As Camera Work had veered

increasingly in the direction of presenting

a

wider range of phil-

osophical, literary, and critical material, within

a

distinctively

radical framework, many photographers felt that the quarterly no

longer met their specific needs.
the
By 1917 a variety of factors caused Stieglitz to close

doors of "291" and cease publication of Camera Work

.

By then the
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gallery and its purpose had actually gone through
an entire lifecycle, and Stieglitz

s

psychological and physical energy was spent.

Many of his associates had gradually left his authority
and established other settings; there were severe financial
pressures as well
as a threat of the building being torn down.

And Stieglitz was dis-

couraged by the unwillingness of Americans to accept the deeper

significance of modernism, or even to develop

a

strong identifica-

tion with the development of their own cultural life,

Stieglitz had been feeling resistance from many of his contemporaries for many years, and at times had been openly discouraged
and angry.

For example, writing to Gertrude Stein in 1913 in Paris,

he described the scarcity of funds for artists and the bleak financial

scene in general in the United States; but the real message was the

opposition he felt:
Times are terrifically hard over here. There are a great many
of our so-called rich people who are frightened and do not know
where they are at financially,
Then too, one must
remember that there is no real feeling for art, or love of art,
in the United States as yet.
It is still considered a great
luxury; something which is really not necessary
[Emphasis
mine,]
And all this in spite of the so-called interest in old
masters and the millions spent for them by people like Altman
and Morgan,
Was not Altman the landlord of our little "291"?
Did he not double the rent virtually on the day on which he
bought the property and incidentally bought a new Rembrandt?
Did he ever know that "291" was fighting tooth and nail, singlehanded, in this vast country of ours, for the very thing he
thought he loved,
,

,

,

,

By the closing of "291" four years later, Stieglitz was still

pessimistic about the level of understanding and appreciation of
art in the United States, and skeptical about the overall impact of
his efforts in terms of the American public.
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The Consequences

Art historian William Innes Homer has called the exhibitions
of modern art held at ”291" from 1908-1913,

"...

one of the most

important series of events in the cultural history of the United
States."

He continues, "Although Stieglitz was usually quite

conscious of his own historial role, he could not have appreciated
fully the influence they would exert on American art and taste.
The question of Stieglitz 's influence is complex, and still

unsettled.

Although scholars who have studied his public work such

as Lewis Mumford, Dorothy Norman, Harold Rugg, William Innis Homer,

Bram Dijkstra, Barbara Rose, and others confirm Stieglitz'

s

pre-

eminent position in American cultural history, his contributions
have gone largely ignored by many historians and art historians.

Credit for introducing modern art in the United States usually goes
to the organizers of the Armory Show, and credit for sustaining

public interest in it goes to the Museum of Modern Art, founded in
1929.

Until the recent wave of attention given to Georgia O'Keeffe,

his name was largely unknown, even among educated Americans.

Since

own
the revival of interest in his portraits of 0 Keeffe, and his
(both
massive collection of photographs from the Photo-Secession era
two
sponsored by the Metropolitan Museum of Art within the past
as
years) more Americans have become aware of Stieglitz

American artist.

a

major

are
Yet, his contributions as an intellectual

still largely unrecognized.
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Of his two major causes--to prove that photography was art, and
to prove that modernism was art--Stieglitz had one triumph and one

stalemate.

By 1910 when the Albright Art Gallery in Buffalo invited

Stieglitz to arrange

a

major exhibition of pictorial photography in

order to demonstrate the development of the medium as

artistic expression,

a

major victory had been won.

means of

a

The display of

over 600 prints opened to record-breaking crowds and the gallery

purchased 13 photographs for its permanent collection, largely
through Stieglitz'

s

efforts.

This acquisition satisfied Stieglitz

and his followers as the entry of the photograph into the established
art world on an equal footing with painting and other forms of print-

making

.

The "fight" for modernism was not as clear-cut.

Neither

Stieglitz, nor the organizers of the Armory Show, fully understood
the resistance that Americans would have to avant-garde art--a

resistance which has left visible traces even now.
has pointed out, it was not only that

a

As Milton Brown

four-century-old tradition

of pictorial representation was being dismantled by

a

group of young

and unknown painters, but very basic moral assumptions about how the

human figure should be presented were being threatened.

Most critics

and the public saw the work that Stieglitz and the Armory Show

presented as crude, lurid, anarchistic, "revolting in its inhumanity."
and the
Furthermore, Stieglitz thrived on the whole idea of change,

abandonment of academic conventions during

a

time when most of his

and cultural
contemporaries were unready to acknowledge the social

shifts underway.

Casper
This attitude was best summed up by Sir
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Purdon Clarke, director of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, in

New

a

York Evening Post interview of 1909 which was later reprinted in
Camera Work

"There is

:

as in other things.

a

state of unrest all over the world in art

It is the same in literature as in music,

painting, and in sculpture.

And

dislike unrest

I

.

.

in

."^®

Stieglitz's gallery and the pages of Camera Work were therefore
most valuable for those who either liked the idea of "unrest" or who
at least were willing to consider it.
a

Many of those who found "291"

very important "laboratory" were artists.

In a tangible sense,

Stieglitz was far more successful in his collateral goal--the development of an indigenous modern American art that gained

outside of the established art world.

a

foothold

He had been responsible for

launching the careers of several major American artists, such as
"291" had been the most important

John Marin and Georgia O'Keeffe.

center for avant-garde activity in New York and as such provided

encouragement, stimulation and information to the American artists
and intellectuals who wanted to be part of the cultural changes

underway.

Stieglitz very self-consciously used his gallery and

quarterly as

a

United States.

way of serving as

a

mentor to artists throughout the

According to Bram Dijkstra whose writing on Stieglitz

underscores this aspect, Stieglitz selected the exhibits in

"...

291

art, but also
very carefully, not only for their significance as

for their usefulness as 'texts.'

As editor of Camera Wo_rk he chose

considered most
only those articles and illustrations which he
the development
representative of the concepts which should underlie
of an indigenous American art.

»t

39

s

^
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Even though Stieglitz did not fully recognize the near impossibility, at that point, of converting

a

significant number of

Americans to modernism, he seems to have intuitively known how to
build

a

structure which provided the public with information, ideas,

and a remarkable schedule of events.

Although as

a

leader Stieglitz'

style was controversial (he was considered an autocrat by some,

a

loving genius by others) he nevertheless managed to provide his

contemporaries with

a

great many things to think about for the

entire span of Camera Work and "291."

William Innis Homer is one of

the few art historians who has described this effort within the

sphere of teaching, and his appraisal of Stieglitz'
relevant:

"...

s

work is especially

whatever his shortcomings might have been, no

other individual or institution, here or abroad, had approached the

display of modern art with more conviction and with such

a

definite

educational purpose.
Stieglitz'

s

influence seems to have spiraled outward from his

own presence in "291" and the immediate sound of his voice.

The

discussions, which he inspired and usually led in the presence of
the work hung in the small rooms, were of central importance.

was serious talk aimed at personal revelation.

It

As Edward Steichen

later wrote.

There wasn't anything that wasn't discussed openly and
If the exhibitions
continuously in the Galleries at 291.
gallery, they would
art
other
any
in
at 291 had been shown
they did at 291.
that
impact
never have made an iota of the
The difference was Stieglitz
.

His correspondence was

a

reflection of this personal contact.

principles and served
Through his letters, Stieglitz explained his
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other functions such as offering long and candid critiques on work

which had been sent to him by distant photographers.
The next curves of Stieglitz's spiral of communication have

more to do with those at

a

distance, with the readers of Camera Work

(and before that, Camera Notes )

,

i.e.,

attending his forums via the mails.
America and Europe.

a

more widespread group

Issues circulated throughout

In this capacity,

as editor and publisher,

Stieglitz tracked what he considered to be the most vital intellectual and spiritual currents of his day.

Finally, there were Stieglitz's

messages to the public at large through articles in magazines,
statements to the press, and lengthy interviews in large-circulation
newspapers.

These communiques were aimed at

a

large cross-section

of the public--readers of daily newspapers who might be anyone,

anywhere.

It was through the newspapers that he sometimes spoke to

the museums as well, as in his open letter to the editor of the

Evening Sun in 1911, in which he argued that the Metropolitan Museum
of Art had a responsibility to exhibit the work of Post-Impressionists
in order to help the public understand contemporary art.

He

stated that the museum "owes it to the Americans to give them

a

chance to study the work of Cezanne and Van Gogh; although deceased,
their work is the strongest influence on modern painting.

these messages to

a

Although

general audience were the most peripheral, they

he spoke about
were always consistent with the dominant themes which
in more intimate,

personal contacts.

period that
Stieglitz often complained to friends during this
often kept him from his
the activity of the gallery and quarterly
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own work as

photographer.

a

In' fact,

as Weston Naef points out,

from about 1902 to 1910 Stieglitz had virtually traded his role as

artist for one of curator and publisher.**^
own gifts as

a

Yet,

it was Stieglitz's

photographer that initially led to and later sustained

his more public role.

make discoveries:

It was his own necessity to create images, to

aesthetic, personal, technical, expressive that

fueled his sense of mission as

a

curator and publisher.

Lewis

Mumford, who knew Stieglitz, understood this part of his nature

probably as well as anyone:
merely

a

"For Stieglitz, photography was not

matter of making pictures; it was an attitude toward life

as a whole, an acknowledgment of the personalities and forces around

him, an attempt to embrace them, hold them, comment upon them,

continue along the lines of their development.
The spirit of Stieglitz as a teacher was an expression of his
life as an artist, for both activities came from
to discover, to communicate and to be known.

a

compelling desire

His commitment to his

own growth, and his belief in dialogue provided
for his public role:

a

a

powerful momentum

role which for several years dominated his

imagination and creative energy even more than his own picture-making.

L

,

.
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CHAPTER

V

THE PHOTOGRAPHER AS EDUCATOR

Jacob Riis and Alfred Stieglitz maintained two contrasting

postures in their efforts to fulfill their ideals for America during
the late 19th and early 20th centuries.

form as well as content.

Their programs differed in

Riis, who was responding to the social

tensions caused by urbanization and immigration, used the dominant
systems of communication and nonformal education to disseminate

information and advocate

a

broad program of social reforms.

Stieglitz

was responding to the less tangible psychological and perceptual

reorientation which the turn of the century signaled; he had to
create his own alternative networks for monitoring these cultural
changes, contributing to them, and conveying them to an often less

than appreciative public.

sarily separated

a

Yet, beneath the differences that neces-

progressive reformer from an artist identified

with the avant-garde there was important common ground:
Stieglitz shared

a

Riis and

commitment to leadership in their chosen fields,

they shared

a

will to teach, and they incorporated the photographic

medium into

a

public dialogue with unusual seriousness and insight.

Whereas the preceding chapters have analyzed the particular
this chapter
messages, strategies, and impact of Riis and Stieglitz,

careers.
examines some of the broader implications of their
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Advocacy and Aesthetics:

Photof^raphic Variations

Born just ten years after the official beginning of photography,
Riis was one of the first individuals in America to use the photo-

graphic image as part of
a

specific social problem

comprehensive and sustained effort to make

a

a

public issue.

Although photographic

reportage was already fairly common, Riis pushed the camera into

basically uncharted territory in the United States, and he pushed it
into

a

more political and argumentative service than had previously

been attempted in this country.

His project was among the first

which placed the photographer as an intermediary between dissimilar
and estranged factions in American society.

Riis personally brought

his photographs of the poor to middle-class and upper-middle-class

audiences in order to speak for the casualties of
not working well enough.

a

system that was

They were not simply pictures of destitution;

they were implicit indictments of public apathy.

Riis's ideal was

"an enlightened public sentiment," which would lead citizens to

assume more responsibility for the welfare of their community.

Historically, Riis is the predecessor of later photographers
the
who also became committed to specific causes and carried out

type of nonformal education which

project.

I

have defined around his particular

Although Riis's career was the most fully realized in

terms of sustaining

a

teaching role over time, others such as Lewis

and W. Eugene Smith
Hine (1874-1940), Dorothea Lange (1895-1965),

certain groups of
(1918-1979) have also assumed advocacy roles for

people analogous to Riis's "other half."

Child laborers, migrant
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workers, and the victims of environmental poisoning became topics of

investigation, respectively, and their photographs were intended to

instruct and activate their audiences.^
Like Riis, Stieglitz was an intermediary.

The two groups

which he joined were artists and non-artists, and the matrix he

provided for

a

shared dialogue was

a

seriousness about ideas.

anything, ”291" and Camera Work represented Stieglitz'
and enjoyment of, intellect.

s

If

respect for,

Through his gallery and publication he

proved that the photographic medium was capable of generating philosophical, analytical, critical, and interpretive thinking, just as
any other fine art.

By linking it with modern painting and modern

literature, he helped to give photography an identity which separated
it from the claims of commercialism, and which involved it in the

broader discourse of ideas about art.
Initially antagonized by the banality, provincialism, and
conformity of the work of the studio professionals and amateurs who
claimed the artistic side of the medium, and in doing so prevented
it from being taken seriously by a larger community of artists in

the 19th century, Stieglitz protested against the state of American

photography.

He began demanding more from American photographers

and more from their audiences.

Although there were other Americans

concerned with the development of photography as an art, Stieglitz
enough to
seemed to know what had to be done, and was charismatic

serve as

a

figurehead for other serious photographers.

He tried to

he tried to
establish standards for creating and displaying images,

define what quality in

a

photograph meant, he encouraged talented
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photographers to experiment with more personally expressive and
original imagery.

Stieglitz was not simply lobbying to get the photographs which
were already in existence into museums as works of art; he was sug-

gesting

a

more serious way of thinking about the possibilities of the

photographic image itself as

a

concrete symbol of the photographer's

own imagination, experience, and spirit.

As Stieglitz'

s

investigations

into photography evolved, he instinctively turned to painting, as

well as music, literature, and philosophy to help develop
for his own medium.

a

theory

It was not an abstract or academic inquiry.

Stieglitz wanted to know for himself how ideas and feelings got

translated into symbols, and he wanted to know how photographs
affected the judgments, tastes, and ideas of the people who spent
time looking at them.

This inquiry could have been

a

solitary one,

but Stieglitz chose to make it wholly public and, in its own way,

politicized.

He maintained his own vision for photography in spite

of opposing American and European factions, and eventually was

recognized as the dominant figure in the establishment of photography
as a fine art in the United States.

Stieglitz was, in effect, one of the first teachers of photography, in an informal sense, in America.

He was initially

a

mentor

to the younger generation of photographers unified in the Photo-

Secession.

With this coterie as

a

beginning, his influence grew and

them, Paul
was later sought out by aspiring young photographers (among

guidance.
Strand, Edward Weston, Ansel Adams, Eliot Porter) for
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Stieglitz continued to influence American photographers until
his death in 1946, many of whom shared his interest in ideas.

The

most active, prolific, and respected was probably Minor White
(1908-1976), whose career bore remarkable parallels to Stieglitz's,

whom White knew and recognized as

a

formative influence.

Stieglitz, White was interested in developing

a

Like

theory of photography

centered on the viewer's private experience with the image, and was

interested in photographs which were expressive and metaphorical.
Like Stieglitz, he started

a

publication. Aperture (in 1951), which

like its acknowledged prototype. Camera Work

,

was eclectic, refined,

and directed toward an intellectual community of photographers and

viewers.^

Like Stieglitz, White and his colleagues represented

a

position which was in sharp contrast to the popular, glib, commercially generated notions about photography, and continued Stieglitz's
effort to invest the medium with

a

quieter and deeper significance.

Minor White's career, like the careers of Mine, Lange, and
Smith, was of course shaped by unique personal goals and varying

historical/social factors.

Yet they demonstrate that the definitions

of photography reflected in the work of Riis and Stieglitz have had
a

continuity into the mid- twentieth century.

this continuity had

a

In Stieglitz's case,

great deal to do with his direct influence.

camera has had
In Riis's case, the social documentary use of the
who have
strong momentum of its own, and subsequent photographers

aware of Riis's
taken on social causes may or may not have been
work.

a
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Crusader and Artist:

Pedagogical Variations

The essential spirit of the work of Riis and Stieglitz as

photographers has become familiar to most serious students of the
history of photography.

However, most educators and historians of

photography are unaware of the implications of their careers in
terms of attitudes toward teaching.

For Jacob Riis, photographing, writing, and communicating were

mainly didactic ventures.

During his visits to tenement neighbor-

hoods, and later on in preparing his lectures and first book, Riis

chose his subjects according to their potential as illustrations for
his already set argument on the tenement problem.

images for their polemical possibilities:

overcrowding, disease, safety hazards?

He showed specific

How well would they prove

How well would they show the

How well would they move viewers from

damage to innocent families?

complacency to responsive action?
Riis's camera work and his notions of teaching paralleled one
another.

His activities as

to a definite set of facts,

impart as

a

whole.

a

photographer were consistently aligned

ideas and precepts which he intended to

He derived the tenets of compassion and service

from his Christian training and the principles of equal opportunity,

social responsibility and citizen involvement from the ideology of

liberal democracy.

In both cases, Riis's message reflected authorities

which he held as unequivocal sources of knowledge.
to build

a

Riis was trying

political consciousness among his contemporaries in New

similar
York City and in effect throughout the United States where

1A3

urban problems existed.

Because he needed to create group pressure

to affect political machinery and to rally sufficient numbers of

people to collectively demand reform measures, Riis necessarily
tried to convince large groups of people to adopt

a

uniform viewpoint.

He selected his subjects in order to communicate to others exactly

what he wanted them to think, feel and subsequently know about the
poor.

Riis understood that in order for people to become politically

engaged they have to be touched directly and feel

nition of the problems.

a

personal recog-

He therefore showed explicit details in

his photographs and told anecdotes as vividly as possible to bring

his audiences into a direct, if vicarious, contact with the tenements.

But even though each individual member of his audience would have to

undergo an inner revelation in order to join his crusade, Riis was

primarily interested in getting groups of people to agree on the
problem and its remedy.

His work as a photographer was intended to

establish shared perceptions of tenement conditions; his goals as an
educator were mainly to demonstrate the need for collective responses
to commonly understood social problems.

For Stieglitz, the act of photographing was not meant to

deliver precepts but rather had much more to do with the subtle
process of developing insight.

personal and contemplative.
point along

a

Stieglitz'

s

use of the camera was

Each series of photographs was another

continuum of growth, self-definition, the process of

private
inventing, and the process of formulating meaning from

experience.

made the
In the late 1920's and early 1930’s when he

George he called them
small, resonate pictures of night skies at Lake

.

144

"equivalents," or, images that directly corresponded to specific
feelings about his life and his own history.

Whereas Riis as

a

teacher insisted on

a

sustained and vigorous

look outward into the workings of social organization, Stieglitz

invited individuals to reflect more on themselves, intimate relationships, and self-education.

He was fascinated with individual psychol-

ogy and the issue of personal freedom, and was intensely focused on
the process by which individuals use their own experiences to develop

ideas and are able to locate sources of beauty and inspiration for

themselves

When Stieglitz spoke with visitors in the rooms of "291," it
was their own unique response to the works of art that he listened
He questioned unexamined assumptions,

for and tried to draw out.

and liked people to reevaluate their ideas and take risks.

He once

said, for example, "My most important function is to challenge:

must examine our own motives

,

our selves

,

we

before making extravagant

claims about abstract beliefs or judging the behavior of others.

When he asked visitors if they liked the pictures hanging on the
walls of his gallery, it was not unusual if the questions that
their
followed inquired into the specific details of their lives and

more private thoughts.

Dorothy Norman recalled her first meeting

she
with Stieglitz (in his second gallery) as one in which

"...

man without fear,
had the intuition that one could speak to this

about anything in the world.
did.

I

soon discovered that many others

expected
It was clear that nothing more was

felt precisely as

I

of me than that

speak the truth.

I

Photographing was the manifestation of all of Stieglitz's
energies:

intellectual, sensual, emotional, spiritual.

As a teacher

he encouraged individuals to draw upon all of these resources in order
to meet new ideas and experiences with a composed, earnest and

independent attitude.
It would be possible to simply view Riis and Stieglitz's goals
as teachers as two opposing and perhaps conflicting positions.

Although these differences in values no doubt separated them during
their own lifetime, in retrospect, their efforts to influence their

contemporaries seem much more complementary than polarized.

In

fact, they demonstrate how closely their basic ideals paralleled

modern educational thought.

Even though they were working outside

of formal schooling, their goals were congruent with two of the most

important and necessarily interconnected aims of teachers in schools:
to establish a sense of community and shared responsibility for what
is usually termed the "common good," and at the same time to allow

for the fullest development of individual personality, expanded

imagination, and self-expression.^

During the late 1880’

s,

a

time of rising nationalism and

concern for promoting citizenship, Riis's orientation was more

directly linked to schools than Stieglitz's.

Stieglitz's attention

to the total personality and what would now be called

fewer precedents at the time.

affect,

had

Interestingly, their contemporary

toward
John Dewey was exploring ways in which these two orientations

teaching and learning could be yoked in the classroom.
Curti has noted, by the mid- 1890

's

As Merle

Dewey was trying to demonstrate
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in his exp6rinient.al school at the University of Chicago "how

a

new

type of education far removed from traditional schoolroom practice

might promote two interdependent values--the growth of full individuality in all and

a

more democratic society.

These goals were to be

promoted by selecting for emphasis methods designed to develop multileadership, the full flowering of each personality, and cooperative

habits through group attacks on common problems."®
If in one way Riis and Stieglitz had affinities with the aims

of progressive schools, in another and perhaps more important way

they made fundamental departures.

They exemplified

a

particular

type of individual participation within nonformal education:

that

of the critic, and as such they performed a service that most leaders

within formal education, as well as nonformal education, have tra-

ditionally bypassed.

It is a commonplace to say that most schools

are not designed to critique and change aspects of American social,

economic, or cultural standards, but rather try to maintain the

continuity of intellectual traditions across generations.

The same

is true for those outside of schools who are working toward "the

popularization of knowledge," or the effort to extend the benefits
of formal schooling to the greatest number of people through extension

courses, libraries, museums and so on.
a

In addition, there has been

much smaller group of individuals in the United States who have

purposely
focused their attention on problems which were neglected or

ignored by social or cultural institutions.

Margaret Sanger

s

(during an
efforts to disseminate information about birth control
Addams'
era in which it was illegal to do so), and Jane

forceful
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leadership in the settlement“house moveinent are two other examples
of this type of public education which was especially noticeable

during the late 19th and early 20th centuries.
have already described in detail in Chapters

1

and A the

3

psi^bicular forms of protest which Riis and Stieglitz sustained.

following is

a

The

brief summary of how they each intersected with the

dominant values of their contemporaries and the problems that some
of their attitudes eventually created for each of them.

Riis of course was the more popular and accessible figure.
His program was based on time-honored evangelical Christianity and
he operated within a social climate that favored bringing the weight

of traditional ethics into the field of politics.

His campaign bore

all the language and imperatives of a sermon during

a

time in which

Americans felt an increasing need for self-analysis and self-criticism.
As Richard Hofstadter has observed, America "seemed to have been

affected by

a

sort of spiritual hunger,

a

yearning to apply to

social problems the principles of Christian morality which had
always characterized its creed but too rarely its behavior."^

Riis's defense of the poor in cities was

a

keynote address for much

of the reform work that followed in the ensuing decades.

Riis did

much to stimulate progressive social thought in America, which as

Hofstadter has also emphasized, was aligned with mainstream American
values;

"Progressivism

,

at its heart, was an effort to realize

familiar and traditional ideals under novel circumstances."®

Turning Hofstadter'

s

phrase around, it might be said that

and antiAlfred Stieglitz was trying to realize unfamiliar
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traditional ideals under novel circumstances.

Whereas most of

Riis’s contemporaries understood his demands and were grateful for
his type of survey of the American scene, Stieglitz was

a

far less

predictable figure than Riis, and proposed ideas that most Americans
before the First World War were unable to accept.

articulated

a

Whereas Riis

problem that his contemporaries already intuitively felt,

Stieglitz, in the eyes of his contemporaries, invented problems.
Stieglit-Z was conscious of his role as one of

a

relatively

small group of intellectuals who were participating in (to use Henry

Nash Smith's phrase) the "liquidation of 19th-century culture."
Stieglitz was advocating values that did not have
tional religion and which did not have

a

a

basis in conven-

mooring in conventional habits

He told his contemporaries that they were "living in an

of mind.

unprecedented era" which they would have to try to understand.®

By

definition this type of role is not designed to bring wide popularity
or even understanding.

Rather, Stieglitz intended to make demands that

were difficult and required major shifts in conventional attitudes.

A

more contemporary example of this type of leadership (outside of art)

might be the early civil-rights activists who assumed the unpopular

position of demanding equal rights for blacks in the South.
The two positions which Riis and Stieglitz maintained, i.e.,
and
working essentially within the mainstream of American thought

working from

a

more innovative and less popular vantage point, were

not without their hazards for each man.

became

a

In some ways, each

prisoner of his most extreme tendencies.

Riis, for example,

accessible.
eventually became almost too successful, too

By the

.
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1900'

s

his crusade for the poor became solidified into routine

junkets on the lecture circuit.

He was still using the same photographs

that he had made in the late 1880'

s

and 1890 's along with many of

the same anecdotes, jokes, and precepts.
It seems that Riis was too adept at fulfilling his audience's

expectations for
there was
too much.

a

a

good sermon; his campaign was so successful that

part of him that was reluctant to change or revise it
In later years,

the story of the "other half" became

kind of performance on the lecture circuit.

a

Riis simply introduced

his outdated lectures with the warning that, without vigilance, the

same situations that he illustrated could happen again.

Much of

this repetition was caused by overwork; Riis often did not have

time to update his lectures as he continued to serve on various

municipal committees.

Also, his personal life became more complex

with the death of his wife, his remarriage, and his increasing desire
for financial security as he reached the age of retirement.

But in

a

more fundamental sense, the inevitable self-righteousness
Even in

of an evangelical crusade is what got the better of him.

his most vitalized and lucid years in the early part of his career,

Riis never seemed to notice the paradox of pleading for

a

compassionate

response for the poor whom he felt were virtuous, while at the same
time condemning the tramps and paupers he dismissed as hopeless

cases
to
As for Stieglitz, the paradoxes are almost too complex

state or adequately comment upon here.

As much as Stieglitz wanted

wanting them to
people to think for themselves, he could not help
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agree with him.

Stieglitz's personality was

a

remarkably potent

blend of Victorian absolutism, romantic idealism, and modernist

existentialism.

It probably accounted for much of his personal

power, and much of his need to dominate situations according to his

own principles.
It became apparent to those who devoted themselves to his

ideas and public projects that Stieglitz needed

leverage.

a

certain amount of

As his second wife, Georgia O'Keeffe, once remarked, "He

was the leader or he didn't play.

along or left the game.

It was his game and we all played

Many left the game, but most of them returned

to him occasionally, as if there existed

a

peculiar bond of affection

that could not be broken, something unique that they did not find

elsewhere."^®

Stieglitz maintained such

a

reverential attitude

toward art, and demanded such purity from the artist that only

a

very few, such as John Marin and Georgia O'Keeffe, could live up to
his ideal over time, or more importantly, collaborate with him.
As Stieglitz grew older he was increasingly skeptical of

artistic production and agents of cultural development in the
United States.

His public statements emphasized the lack of pro-

gress which Americans had made in their appreciation of art.

example, in 1942

,

five years before his death, he complained:

There has been much talk and noise about art in our
That is, there have been a growing number of
country.
art institutions, art galleries, art dealers, art teachers,
There was the WPA project. Art everywhere.
art what not.
own
But my experience covering over fifty years in my
most
country has shown me that those who are seemingly the
it
for
"wildly enthusiastic" about art really do not care
a
mainly
when put to the test. With such people art is
or
gambling,
for
medium
a
is
it
Or
topic of conversation.

For
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it is a fetish.
There is little genuine humility and
wonder before the manifestation which we know by the name
of art ^ ^
.

As a public figure, Stieglitz's support of the avant-garde

during the "291" years had reflected

a

certain reluctance to apprehend

the objections which most Americans had toward aspects of modern
art.

It seemed difficult for him to identify with or understand the

embedded moral and aesthetic reservations that the majority of his

contemporaries felt toward the abstract forms of expression-reservations that survive in various forms to the present.

At many

points, therefore, he and his contemporaries reached an inevitable
stand-off.

Stieglitz, nonetheless, maintained his deep interest in

individuals who earnestly extended themselves to new and difficult
ideas.

He continued to direct non-profit art galleries (An Intimate

Gallery, 1925 and An American Place, 1925-1946) where he was usually

available, even as his health and energy failed, for those who came
to him for explanations.

The study of the life work of Riis and Stieglitz inevitably

raises the question of the roles of current photographers and projects

which have deliberate educational intentions--a question too ambitious
to be dealt with here.

Social, political, ideological, demographic,

and artistic conditions in the United States have undergone considerable
the
changes since the days of Riis and Stieglitz, and an analysis of

involve
contributions of photographers within present conditions would
a

very different type of study.
our culture
As Susan Sontag and other writers have observed,

is saturated with photographic images,

and by implication, with

3

152

photographers.

A study of contemporary practitioners and their roles

within nonformal education is, therefore, very problematic, and such
study would have to begin with an extensive survey of current

a

projects.

One would have to ask "Who are these photographers?

How

do their images and ideas reach an audience?

What is the extent of

their commitment to their contemporaries over

a

sustained period of

time?”i2

Furthermore, the categories of the photograph as social document,
and as private symbol, which Riis and Stieglitz embodied, have become

progressively inseparable.
a

For most photographers, there is no longer

dividing-line between pragmatic or socially concerned uses of the

camera and artistic ones.

A survey of contemporary photographers as

educators would, therefore, have to consider the more subtle and
sometimes ambiguous distinctions which underlie the purposes of
current work.
Finally, the aims expressed by Riis and Stieglitz have in some
cases become absorbed by practitioners in different mediums, and pro-

fessionals in formal institutional structures.

Documentary filmakers

and videotape makers are doing the work formerly pursued by photog-

raphers like Riis in terms of social criticism and reform efforts.
And, Stieglitz'

s

sense of responsibility to convey an appreciation of

expanded curatorial
art has come under the aegis of the art museum and

concerns, as well as departments of museum education.

public art education has evolved to

a

This form of

degree probably not anticipated

endorsed by him.
by Stieglitz, nor would it be especially

1
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Unlike an analysis of contemporary photographers, the casestudies of Riis and Stieglitz offer

a

sense of closure, and have

been stabilized by an historical perspective.

We have their own

recorded comments which describe their intentions, and documentation
of their influence.

But perhaps more importantly, their careers

differed from contemporary ones because they lived during an era in

which the relationship of photography to society was

a

much simpler

matter, and the relationship of an individual photographer to his or

her contemporaries was as well.
The careers of Riis and Stieglitz had

a

particular vitality,

consistency, and longevity partially because they were working

during

a

period characterized by

comparison to our own.
there was

a

a

sense of optimism, especially in

During the late 19th and early 20th centuries,

prominent belief that the undesirable tendencies in

society could be identified, labeled, fought and subsequently transformed.

The rhetoric of both Riis and Stieglitz was laced with images

of moral warfare;

they both spoke of their "crusades,

"fights," and "battles."
amount of combat.

As personalities, they thrived on a certain

They came to the foreground as leaders during

time when individuals felt that they could have
in many cases did.

causes,

a

a

potent effect and

Contrasting their aims with the more elusive,

organization, it
global problems of our current social and economic

photographers emerging with
is difficult to imagine independent
national stature as
comparable verve, generosity, confidence, and

educators.

to shape intellectual
It is more likely that the desire

photographers working in collective
and social values is expressed by

.
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efforts, rather than the larger-than-life, somewhat heroic molds of
Riis and Stieglitz

What they gave to the photographic medium, and consequently to
those of us who try to make sense of it today, is

a

legacy of photo-

graphs and discourse which underscores the political and intellectual

richness of the medium's history.

Ris and Steiglitz sustained close

attention to the goals of social responsibility and self-education,
and in doing so have contributed to social and cultural ideals of

ongoing significance.

FOOTNOTES

Chapter Five
^Hine, for example, who was trained as a school teacher and
sociologist, photographed European immigrants in New York City, the
miners in Pittsburgh (his photographs were published in the multivolume Pittsburgh Survey c. 1908), and was appointed staff photographer to the National Child Labor Committee. He is probably best
known for his exhaustive documentation of child labor practices in the
United States in the early 1900' s, and the fact that his photographs
and research were instrumental in the passage of reform legislation.
Like Riis, Lewis Hine took up photography in order to illustrate his
investigations of social problems, and to involve his contemporaries in
their remedies.
Hine, Lange, Smith and other photographers concerned with social
documentary projects have characteristically used the formats pioneered
by Riis, i.e., joining photographic imagery with written or spoken
Lange, for example, collaborated with the economist Paul
narrative.
Taylor to produce American Exodus a monograph on the problems of
migrant workers in the late 1930' s. Smith produced a monograph on
mercury poisoning in a Japanese fishing village, Minamata and Hine's
photographs were part of lectures as well as texts. Unlike Riis, all
three had serious aspirations as artists as well as ethical commitments
toward their subject matter.
,

,

,

^Aperture is recognized by historians of photography, such as
Jonathan Green, as the first significant critical forum of photography
White clearly wanted Aperture
since the publication of Camera Work
to be like its eminent predecessor, an alternative to the popular
photographic culture and commercial publications like U.S. Camera
Like Stieglitz, White was an intellectual, and Aperture bore
Annual.
Philosophical
the imprint of his own curiosity and eclecticism.
and criticism,
literature
contemporary
traditions (East and West),
way into the
their
found
all
poetry
mysticism, photographic history,
prints, under
of
reproductions
pages of Aperture along with beautiful
See
1976.
in
death
his
White's leadership, which continued until
Way,"
the
and
Word
Jonathan Green, "Aperture in the '50' s: The
Afterimage March 1979, pp. 8-13.
.

,

,

^Dorothy Norman, Alfred Stieglitz:
Aperture, Inc., 1973), pp. 13-14.
N.Y.:
^Ibid.

,

pp.

11-12.
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An American Seer (Millerton,

.
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^Herbert Read states that the purpose of education is "to
develop, at the same time as the uniqueness, the social consciousness
or reciprocity of the individual," Education Through Art 3rd. ed.
(New York:
Pantheon Books, 1943), p. 564.
,

®Herle Curti, The Growth of American Thought (New York:
Harper and Brothers Publishers, 1943), p. 564.

^Richard Hofstadter, Anti-lntellectualism in American Life
(New York:
Vintage Books, 1962), p. 197.

^Richard Hofstadter, The Age of Reform (New York:
Knopf, 1955, 1974), p. 213.

Alfred

®This quote is from a longer dialogue between Stiegliz and
Arthur Dove's father, which Stieglitz retold to Dorothy Norman: "I
explained to Mr. Dove the new forces at work in the world.
1 told him
'You do
of the current trend in art and its significance.
1 said,
not understand.
you do not realize that we are living in an
unprecedented era; that even your own company will doubtlessly be
superseded in time, unless you recognize the nature of the changes
taking place" (p. 102).
.

.

.

^^George O'Keeffe, "Stieglitz: His Pictures Collected Him,"
New York Times Magazine December 1949, p. 27.
,

^

^Alfred Stieglitz, "Random Thoughts," Twice a Year reprinted
Penina Petruck, ed. (New York: Dutton, 1979),
,

in The Camera Viewed
40
p

,

.

^^A survey of contemporary photographers would have to include all
of the contexts in which work is produced, such as art schools, academic
departments in photography (undergraduate and graduate), news agencies,
artists' collaboratives etc., as well as the networks for the distribution of work, such as periodicals, journals, books, art gallery
Furthermore, one would have to locate the
and museum exhibitions.
more elusive independent workers, and means of distributing their work,
which are outside of the usual channels, such as prisons and union
One would have to distinguish between grass-roots, regional,
halls.
and national efforts.
,

i^In her essay, "Photography and the Institution: Szarkowski and
Stange discusses
the Modern," Massachusetts Review, Winter 1978, Maren
formed Museum of
newly
the apprehensions which Stieglitz had about the
stated
Museum's
the
Modern Art in the 1930' s, for example. Although
instruction
policy included an emphasis on "facilities for popular
the Museum's lack of standards and
(p. 706), Steiglitz disparaged
social set-up come beintegrity, stating that the "politics and the
fore all else" (p. 705).
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One example of a collaborative group is Appalshop--a media
organization which produces documentaries on the people and region of
Appalachia. The Mountain Photography Workshop (Whitesburg, Kentucky),
which is a part of Appalshop, is comprised of seven photographers.
They have recently published Appalachia: A Self Portrait which
investigates the Appalachan sections of West Virginia and Kentucky
and was produced with funds from the National Endowment for the Arts.
,

NOTES ON SOURCES

I.

Chapter One
This study is based on the premise that members of

a

society

continue to learn after they have completed formal schooling, and
that historically, middle-class and upper“middle~class Americans

have had rich and varied opportunities for nonformal education.

Although this condition is rarely disputed,

I

found that relatively

few writers in the field of education have focused attention on it.
It is an amorphous area and remains largely the province of cultural

and social historians, theorists of popular culture, and sociologists,

more than educators.

The most notable exception is probably Lawrence

Cremin, who describes the "configurations" of institutions, communications channels, and individual effort within the social process of non-

formal education in Public Education and Traditions of American

Education

.

Writers outside of the field of education, such as

Richard Hofstadter and Merle Curti were extremely helpful in establishing the historical themes of popular education in the United
States, and some of its basic tensions.

Hofstadter 's Anti-Intel -

lectualism in American life provided an historical survey of some
of the conflicts over values and leadership, and Curti

's

The Growth

of American Thought gave an historical view of the institutions and

individuals who have shaped the knowledge of large groups of

Americans at certain points.

Democracy and the Novel:

Studies such as Henry Nash Smith

s

Popular Resistance to Classical American
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Writers have in

a

tangential way also helped me to understand some of

the traditional tensions in American society between artists and

intellectuals, and the popular culture.

References to the specific contributions of photographers to
popular education are scarce and are almost exclusively directed to

photographers engaged in social documentary projects, such as Milton
Meltzer's T he Eye of Conscience:

Photographers and Social Change

.

An

exception is Harold Rugg's essay on Stieglitz in America and Alfred
Stieglitz in which he not only praises Stieglitz as

a

great teacher,

but also suggests that his aims at "291” and subsequent galleries

should be

II

.

a

model for American schools.

Chapter Two
The biographic material for the first section of this chapter,

"The Making of Two Americans," was drawn from

a

number of sources.

First of all, the standard history of photography texts (listed in
the bibliography) were useful in providing the surface information

on the careers of Riis and Stieglitz and

a

starting point for deter

medium in
mining their respective positions in the development of the
the United States.

More important however were the monographs which

treated each man in depth.

Riis’s autobiography The Making of an

getting to know
American was an invaluable and delightful means of
him as

a

motivations
personality and in helping me to understand his

as a photographer.

,

Jaa.es

which
Lane’s doctoral dissertation on Riis

ican City was also an important
was published as Jacob Riis and the Amer
and activities
source of information on Riis's wherebouts

Along with
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Riis's autobiography, it furnished most of the biographical material
upon which

I

drew.

Although Stieglitz did not write an autobiography, his close
associate Dorothy Norman transcribed many conversations with him from
1927-19A5.

Her monograph Alfred Stieglitz:

An American Seer contains

long excerpts from those transcriptions which essentially function as
an autobiography and convey much of Stieglitz'

s

temperament, which

was often as playful and irreverent as it was serious.

relied on

1

Norman's book for most biographical material on Stieglitz.

Lewis

Mumford's few pages on Stieglitz in The Brown Decades and his essay
"The Metropolitan Milieu" (in America and Alfred Stieglitz ) comprise
the most lucid and incisive grasp of Stieglitz'

rapher that

I

s

genius as

a

photog-

have come across and his insight into Stieglitz has

greatly enriched my own.
Images,

Section Two, "The Photograph in America, circa 1890:

Audience and Impact," was

a

synthesis and interpretation of information

that was relatively hard to find.

Most of the standard history of

photography books concentrate on the "master" phtographers and virtually
ignore the popular photographic aesthetic which the masters are often

protesting.

Nor do they take on the complex issue of popular audiences
An important

and the effect that photographers had on their viewers.

the
exception is Robert Taft's pioneering work. Photograp hy and

American Scene

,

published in 1938, which is the work of

knowledgeable hobbyist.

a

very

(He was a professor of chemistry.)

Taft

popular images, and
was interested in everyday practitioners and
his survey which goes up to the 1890'

s

is a gold mine of information.
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William Welling'
Formative Years
other texts.
Stereo-Views:

,

s

updated version, Photography in America:
also provides more of

a

The

social perspective than most

William Durrah's research on the stereograph,
A History of Stereographs in America

,

was also helpful

because it implicitly dealt with an audience which in that case was
comprised of individuals who collected stereographs.

Finally,

I

used

several late 19th-century amateur photographic journals in library

collections as well as stereographs and cabinet cards in order to
gain

a

sense of the dominant photographic aesthetic, probable

audiences, and the educative function of photographs around 1890.
The final section of this chapter, "In the Streets:

Riis and

Steiglitz Portray the City," is an interpretation of the sources
I

have just indicated, based on my own reading of the photographs

which Riis and Steiglitz made.

III.

Chapter Three
The heart of this chapter is material from the Jacob A. Riis

archives which are located in three major places:

the Library of

and
Congress (Washington, D.C.), the Museum of the City of New York,

the New York Public Library.

I

visted all three locations and was

slides, prints and
therefore able to examine Riis’s original lantern

clippings, two lecmicrofilms of his scrapbooks which contain press

unpublished addresses.
tures (which are virtually identical), and
and his Scribner;_s article
Also, Riis's book How the Other Half Lives

my analysis of his educative role
of the same title formed the basis of
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Alexander Alland's monograph Jacob Riis;

Photographer and

Citizen not only offers handsome reproductions of Riis's images and
excerpts from several of his books, but also recounts the rediscovery
of Riis in the 1940'

s

by Alland.

Alland is largely responsible for

locating the lantern slides and negatives which had been scattered
and virtually lost in the years following Riis's death.

He reprinted

Riis's negatives in 1947 and was instrumental in introducing Riis's
images to contemporary historians of photography and the public at
large.

(He later donated them to the Museum of the City of New York.)

Historical background for Riis's involvement with the early
stages of the progressive movement and the awakening of

a

humanitarian

spirit in late 19th-century America are, needless to say, voluminous.

Robert Bremner's From the Depths:

The Discovery of Poverty in the

United States and Roy Lubov's The Progressives and the Slums:

House Reform in New York City

,

Tenement

stand out as indispensable resources

for understanding the context of Riis's activities.

Merle Curti's

The Growth of American Thought surveyed some of the major movements
in nonformal adult education,

such as the public lecture, and provided

an overview of dominant attitudes in late 19th-century America.

William Stott's Documentary Expression and Thirties America provided
useful background for the social documentary genre in American

photography.

IV.

Chapter Four
The amount and diversity of material relevant to Stieglitz's

project is as staggering as it is fascinating.

Weston Naef's scholarly
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and astute catalogue of Stieglitz's own photographic collection, Fifty

Pioneers of Modern Photography:

The Collection of Alfred Stieglitz;

William Innis Homer's Alfred Steiglitz and the American Avant-Garde
and Norman's Alfred Stieglitz:

;

An American Seer were mainstays in

my inquiry into Stieglitz's aims, activities, and influence.

America and Alfred Stieglitz:

A Collective Portrait which was compiled

and published in 1934, is also

a

classic resource--a compendium of 25

essays written by the editors of the volume, Waldo Frank, Lewis Mumford,

Dorothy Norman, Paul Rosenfeld, and Harold Rugg, along with other
admirers of Stieglitz such as John Marin, Elizabeth McCausland, Harold
Clurman, and Gertrude Stein.

Although known for its too-laudatory

tone, America and Alfred Stieglitz helps establish Stieglitz as

American intellectual during the early 20th century.
Camera Work:

a

key

Jonathan Green's

A Critical Anthology provided an outline of Camera

Work's development, as well as an overview of Stieglitz's early career.

Herbert Read's The Philosophy of Modern Art and Jean Clay's Modern
Art 1890-1918 served as primary resources for the development of

modern art in Europe.
a

Milton Brown's The Story of the Armory Show gave

complete record of this monumental exhibition of 1913, and examined

period.
the hostility toward avant-garde art in America during that
this
Although all of these references were central to writing

chapter,

I

Beinecke
found that the Alfred Stieglitz archives at the

offered insights
Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Yale University,
of the materials which
into Stieglitz that were unavailable in any

me the extent and genuinehad been written about him, and proved to

ness of Steiglitz'

s

nature as

a

teacher.

My understanding of

s
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Stieglitz benefited greatly from examining his
personal scrapbooks,
mementos, and by seeing the photographs of him taken
throughout his
life which comprise a wonderful narration in
themselves.
I

was affected by the correspondence.

But mainly

It was through Stieglitz'

letters to friends and strangers that his energizing qualities
of

mind and spirit emerged.

They reveal, time and again, his ability

to create dialogue with others which focused the necessity and
the

conditions of intellectual and spiritual growth.
Stieglitz'
a

V.

s

letters

I

After reading

was more certain than ever that educators have

great deal to learn from him.

Chapter Five

Although my primary concern with Riis and Stieglitz was their
attitudes as photographers,

I

felt that their underlying ideologies as

teachers needed to be stressed in this final chapter.

Taken together,

their careers serve as metaphors for the two dominant value systems

which have comprised

a

fundamental dialectic in American education.

That is, the purpose of education to develop social responsibility and
the purpose of education as

and self-direction.

a

means of developing individual judgments

Lawrence Cremin's Transformation of the School and

Hofstadter's chapter on Dewey in Anti-Intellectualism in American Life
provide important insights into how this dialectic has functioned

historically in America.
There are no studies which frame the work of photographers

within the process of nonformal education although the projects of

practitioners such as Mine, Lange, Smith and White have clearly made

.
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significant contributions.

The overriding question of the photog-

rapher's role in modern society was taken up in The Massachusetts

Review (Winter 1978), Jerome Liebling, editor.

Essays by Estelle

Jussim, Alan Trachtenberg, Roger Copeland, Allan Sekula, and Maren

Stange (listed in the bibliography) provided me with

interchange of idea, and served as

a

a

timely

springboard for many of my own

questions about Riis and Stieglitz as well as more general issues
about the responsibilities and potential influence of contemporary

photographers

.
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